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The present study explored the lived experiences of Native American women and
possible reasons why they perceive themselves in the way that they do. Female participants
(N=10) were asked to share about their lives for approximately an hour each. Participants were
encouraged to discuss their Native American heritage as well as their opinions on Media.
Participants' views on media were varied. However, many participants felt that they were more
connected to the earth than their White counterparts were As many Native American women
have grown up living in a White-dominant world, this may affect how they perceive themselves.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION

When one thinks of who they are, what comes to mind? Suddenly one’s mind filters
through a million qualities that they have. They begin to think about how their left thumb is
shaped slightly different from their right; the freckle on their nose is just a bit too big. They may
think about their skin tone, their hair color, and so on. After a moment, however, their mind
switches to abstract concepts: What do they like to do? What do they absolutely loathe? What
pushes them to do their best? Where did they come from? Although self-perceptions are
composites of small snippets of one’s life combined with how someone thinks other people view
them, they are exceptionally important. For many people, knowing where they or their ancestors
came from directly impacts who they think they are. This can be seen through the desire many
adopted children have to reconnect with birth parents as they get older, and the popularity of
genetic testing and family tree tracing through sites like 23 and Me and Ancestry.com. Humans
are often characterized as social creatures and enjoy feeling as if they are a part of a
larger whole. People want to be a part of an in-group.
Growing up in Virginia, I was no different than many, obsessed and delighted
with the real-life stories that history gave me. I read every biography and autobiography in my
elementary school library. I knew way more about historical figures, characters such as Abraham
Lincoln, Betsy Ross, and George Washington, than I did about other parts of my heritage. For
as long as I can remember, I've known that I was Native American, a member of
the Patawomeck Tribe, a state-recognized tribe located in Fredericksburg, Virginia. I can
remember being excited on craft days in the fall as we got to design “Indian” clothing and
headpieces for Thanksgiving. As I grew older, Native Americans remained a focus of study in
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my history classes. Whenever Pocahontas came up, I would share that, according to my family
records, I was directly related to her through my Patawomeck heritage. My teachers would often
dismiss my claims of my heritage.
As years went by, students began to make fun of me for something that I thought made
me unique and interesting: my heritage. I had a connection to this character, Pocahontas. She was
not only a topic in our class, but she had a Disney movie written about her! Why wouldn't I share
that? Although it took me a while, I didn't realize exactly why they were laughing at me. Once
someone finally explained, it made a lot more sense. I was too White. I just had to be lying
because someone like me could never be of Native heritage. After being snickered at in the halls,
being called nicknames such as Pocahontas, and being asked if I could identify all the colors in
the wind, I eventually stopped sharing that part of myself. However, just because I stopped
sharing my Native heritage doesn't mean that I wasn't intrigued by it. I often spent time reading
my family history or trying to utilize the Internet to feel that connection to my roots through
research. At this point, my self-perception was warped, not only about my Native heritage but
about most things. At sixteen, I attempted to be the typical White girl who I thought everyone
wanted to see. After all, that's what everyone believed I was. As a result, I became disjointed
from my Native American heritage, often forgetting to mention it when asked to describe
myself.
When I arrived at my undergraduate university, I didn't even consider joining the Native
American student organization as I feared that I would be treated as too White once again, and
even some students who were members of the organization made comments about my White
appearance. However, after a push from my tribe chief and his wife, I became more active within
the organization, never letting go of the fear that I would be questioned as a fraud. Throughout
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my undergraduate degree and until now, I have explored what it means to be Native American
and what my heritage means. I am in a sort of cultural limbo. My mother is small in stature with
dark hair, dark piercing brown eyes, and darker skin, and my father has a lighter skin shade
and light green eyes similar to mine. I was somehow too White to be a Native American and yet
too Native to fully claim my European heritage. I was in between, yet I was nothing that people
expected to see when they think of what or who an Indian is.
I began pulling up pictures of my mother to justify my Nativeness; her greatgrandmother was a full-blooded Cherokee woman born and raised in East Tennessee; however,
due to my geographic location and bloodline, I am Patawomeck. Both of my parents can trace
lineage back through this tribe, and it is the Tribal culture that I grew up associating with. My
grandmother was my image of a Native American woman, even though I wasn't even a member
of the same tribe as her. After realizing that I could simultaneously be both Native and White,
both an insider and an outsider, and each of my cultures, I was once again fascinated, just as I
had been years ago as a child. At this point, I began taking more courses that were centered
around diversity and specific cultures, such as Native American studies and Black culture.
In my senior year, I was tasked with a project that discussed communication in relation to
minority groups. Naturally, my mind went to Native Americans and, even more specifically,
Native American women. At this point, I had accepted that I would never fully fit into the White
mold or the Native American mold, and that was okay. The project was centered around Native
American women, which discussed the phenomenon of missing and murdered indigenous
women across the United States and the lack of intervention by the US government. Following
the project, I felt like I had finally found my niche in communication research. I was
simultaneously writing this paper as I was debating going to graduate school, so it only felt right
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that the writing sample I submitted to Illinois State University’s graduate program was this
paper. It was something I cared about deeply and something that fascinated me. I realized that I
could use my words to tell a story about people who need help and attempt to change their lives
for the better.
One thing that stood out to me was the representation of Native Americans, especially
women, in the media, both in terms of misrepresentation and underrepresentation. Throughout
the continuation of this argument, misrepresentation will describe ways in which Native
Americans and other minority group members are falsely portrayed in media. The term
underrepresentation will refer to the disproportionate representation of peoples based upon the
overall U.S. population. This is distinct from misrepresentation: underrepresentation implies that
there is representation of some kind, just at a disproportionately low amount. Finally,
appropriation will refer to the usage of Native American or other cultural or ethnic traditions and
rituals for non-traditional reasons, such as for fashion or economic gain.
From my previous research completed during my project about the high rates of missing
and murdered Native American women, I knew that Native Americans were misrepresented in
mainstream media. This led me to question whether there was a link between the lack of
mainstream media representation and lower self-esteem in Native American women. I began to
question how misrepresentation impacts someone’s identity. More specifically, I began to
attempt to understand how this affects those who are misrepresented, Native American women.
By combining my previously researched knowledge about Native American women and my
passion for mass media studies, I was able to conceive a study that involved both, while also
attempting to explain a social phenomenon.
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Most media have represented Native Americans in stereotypical ways, if at all, such as
racist portrayals of them in parades, as school and professional sports team mascots, and in
movies and television romanticizing the “wild west.” Rarely does a story get published about a
Native American woman succeeding or, the exact opposite, going missing and being found dead.
This is because minorities tend to be vastly underrepresented in most mass media. Native
Americans present a unique issue in media: Because they make up less than three percent of the
U.S. population, they are rarely represented in media, and when they are, they are often
misrepresented (Merskin, 1998). Unlike those of Latin culture or Black culture, Native
Americans are most often not discussed at all, even in a negative light. This lack of
representation due to their small representation can be found in media and academic research as
well; Native Americans merit more scholarly investigation as they are one of the smallest
minorities in the United States, making up only 2.9% percent of the population in 2021
(Administration for Native Americans, 2021). In 2019, there were disproportionately more
Native American men, causing Native American women specifically to only make up 0.7% of
the U.S. population (Women of Color, 2021).
The American White dominant majority often imagine that Native Americans are still
riding wild horses while wearing large headdresses (something only originally worn by certain
tribes to begin with). False media misrepresentations may a key source of false impressions and
assumptions that mainstream culture has of Native Americans, leading to a general lack of
knowledge in concern to their race and culture. If mainstream media gave more positive and
frequent portrayals of Native Americans, Native American youth would have more positive
Native role models, allowing them to develop a more positive view of their culture and their
fellow Native Americans (Aguilar & Nightingale, 1994; Amnesty International USA, 2007;
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Harman, 2017; Skewes & Blume, 2019; Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration, 2013). The misrepresentation of Native Americans within mainstream
media directly affects many Native Americans’ self-esteem (Porter & Washington, 1993). In
turn, Native Americans have a more negative self-perception overall.
Although many Native Americans do still live on tribal lands, others are leading
prosperous lives in some of America’s largest cities, blending in with the dominant majority.
This ability to live as members of the dominant White majority in the U.S. exemplifies how
incorrect Native American stereotypes are. Those of Native heritage who live in less diverse
communities are often poorer and are viewed in a more stereotypical light (Aguilar &
Nightingale, 1994). In addition to this, Native Americans face the highest rate of abuse across all
types (Amnesty International, 2007; Lehavot et al., 2010) and are most likely to have substance
abuse disorders than any other minority group (Aguilar & Nightingale, 1994; Skewes & Blume,
2019). Due to the generational trauma that many Native American families face, it is important
to break the cycle of abuse and therefore lowered self-esteem of women (Aguilar & Nightingale,
1994; Cockerham, 1997; Porter & Washington, 1993; Ramasubramanian et al. 2017).
In 2016, a National Institute of Justice study found that 84.3% of Native women had
faced violence in their lifetime, and 39.8% had experienced it within the year of 2015 alone
(Rosay, 2016). Much of this violence occurs within romantic relationships, as 55.5% of Native
women faced violence from an intimate partner, while only 25% of White American women did
(National Coalition Against Domestic Violence). In a society in which all women despite racial
background are still disadvantaged in comparison to men (Richardson & Taylor, 2009), minority
women including Native American women are at an even higher risk to be discriminated against
and unfairly treated.
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In Chapter Two, I will discuss the literature that supports a possible connection between
self-perceptions and media, including but not limited to minority group membership, minority
group depictions within mass media, Native American women depictions in both mass media
and in Native media, the struggles, and traumas that many Native American women face, and
Native Americans’ self-perception. Through this discussion, I hope to explain why Native
American women need to be included more in academic and cultural research and why it is so
important that the United States take steps to protect Native Americans.
By conducting semi-structured in-depth interviews with Native American women, I will
be able to learn about their stories from their past and their present. By speaking directly with
Native American women rather than conducting a survey or analyzing texts written by Native
American women, I will be able to clarify what their statements mean, and this will allow me to
better understand them as people as well as gain an idea of what it means to be a Native
American woman.
Through this research, I hope to bring social change regarding Native American women
and how they are viewed. Although I have never protested a pipeline or actively danced at
the powwows that I've attended, this is my contribution to bring awareness of Native culture to
academia and society at large. This project will help me better understand my heritage while also
allowing me to give back to those I share it with. By being a part of the Native American
community, I, as a researcher, have been given great insight into both personal identity and tribal
identities alike. This may give me more insight to Native American Women’s experiences and
allow me to gain more trust with my participants. In turn, their stories will further my knowledge
of Native American women's self-perception.
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Through my research, I will critically examine narratives shared by Native American
women during interviews to better understand their experiences, self-perception, and the
relationship between their experiences and self-perception. I believe that my findings will add to
existing research since, when I was gathering sources to create my literature review, many
journal articles claiming to discuss minority group women's self-perception and self-esteem
didn't even include Native American women in their research, including instead only Black and
Latinx female participants.
Another reason why I feel my research is essential is that much research on Native
Americans is from over 30 years ago, and it often discusses things such as Native American
boarding schools. Although these schools have caused generational trauma, for younger Natives,
these schools are now more of a legend, a scary story that is told in the dark by their
grandparents both as a cautionary tale and to remind Native children of their people's
resilience. Many Native people still live in more disadvantaged areas than the average
population of the United States and Canada (Skewes & Blume, 2019), meaning they are less
likely to seek higher education and can tell their own stories. Although this is changing, and
more Native American students are graduating with high school in university degrees every
year, it is important to me, as a Native woman who has the necessary education, to speak out on
behalf of those who cannot and bring awareness to the issues that many Native Americans face
every day.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Native American women are a marginalized group with multiple disadvantages working
against them, negatively impacting all aspects of their life including social, economic, and health
aspects. As Native American women fight multiple disadvantages, many of them have begun to
feel hopeless and have a more negative self-perception and lower level of self-esteem (Aguilar &
Nightingale, 1994). A better understanding of how Native American women perceive themselves
and what experiences shape their self-perceptions should lead to an increased understanding of
how to improve Native American women's self-esteem and improve their overall selfperceptions and self-worth.
Guiding Theories
Self-categorization theory, social identity theory, and standpoint theory directly tie into
the finding that often Native Americans identify with their Tribal Culture more closely than that
of their Native heritage (Kopacz & Lee Lawton, 2011). The theories are relevant since the term
Native American is about as broad as the continent of North America, reaching across many
climates, cultures, and norms. Direct association with one clan or group directly affects a Native
American's identity, values, and norms if they live on a reservation or interact with other tribal
members on a regular basis.
Social identity theory states that individuals categorize themselves based upon their
membership in different groups, such as an American teenager, a tribal member, and even a fan
of their favorite band (Trepete & Loy 2017). Through this, individuals decide who is in their ingroup, who they belong with due to certain traits such as racial, ethnic, or cultural identity, and
who is in their outgroup, those who they do not belong with are, and which group(s) will be their
“reference” group (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 2001). In assessing what groups, they are a
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part of and which they are not, individuals are able to compare their social value and, in turn,
form their perceived individual identity derived from their social identity, which directly affects
their social worth. As a response to their place within groups (in-group or out-group) individuals
may begin to do multiple things, including social mobility–behaviors as an individual’s attempt
to gain a higher level of social standing-- social creativity==boosting the image of their own
group—or social competition—working for the social and political elevation of their group as a
whole—in an attempt to gain a better self-comparison in relation to others (Tajfel & Turner,
2001). If an individual chooses to utilize social mobility as a tactic to increase their social value,
they may begin associating with a more socially valuable group or begin to adopt the norms of
the more socially valuable group that they are attempting to join (Tajfel & Turner, 2001). In
terms of social creativity an individual may choose to modify in-group’s perception of them and
their standing in society. Some people may choose to attempt to engage in social competition,
seeking to elevate the actual status of their group as a whole, such as through activism or
legislation (Tajfel & Turner, 2001). Finally, when it comes to social categorization or
comparison someone may choose to categorize themselves as a member of certain groups and
then measure their group’s worth against that of a group of which they are an out-group member.
Some out-group members may choose to utilize a form of social categorization to pass as a
member of the in-group; this can be seen in race, sexuality and gender, and culture groups. The
utilization of passing depends upon the premise that the individual doing so is believably a
member of the in-group. For example, passing is often done by biracial individuals (Khanna &
Johnson, 2010; Williams-León, 2001) or by individuals who do not openly display traits of outgroup members either through their appearance or actions (Oh, 2020).
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As social identity is how one believes others see them, it is no surprise that one’s sense of
social worth is directly affected by it. For example, according to social identity theory, if a
Native American woman with substance abuse issues perceives that other people view her as a
failure, she is more likely to feel that she is worth less socially, likely accepting poorer treatment
across all her relationships. Due to this connection, a more positive social identity would result in
higher levels of self-esteem and a higher self-perception. This theory will help to inform how
Native American women see their self-worth in general and specifically in relation to women.
Self-categorization theory illustrates the difference between one's social and personal
identities. Unlike social identity theory, self-categorization theory provides insight into social
and personal identity upon the premise that both social and personal identity processes work
simultaneously (Trepte & Loy, 2017). It states that, depending upon the importance or type of
situation, someone unconsciously chooses which identity they show, personal and social. In
addition to this, one also chooses to show both identities simultaneously (Turner, 1999). This
means someone can have multiple, overlapping identities, which makes them more complex
overall. Self-categorization has been criticized for triggering intergroup discrimination favoring
the in-group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), as the entire concept of there being two groups innately
places one group above the other (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). One notion useful for this study that
self-categorization theory introduces is maximum difference, by which group members create
large differences and gaps between groupings to set the groups apart from one another. Through
maximum difference, it is more important to group members that they compete with the outgroup, rather than the in-group they are a part of (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This theory is valuable
as it will explain how Native American women view themselves in greater society, both
concerning their Native American heritage but also every other aspect of themselves.
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Standpoint theory states that each person’s specific life experiences impact how they see
situations in terms of ethics and morals as well as guide how they act and react. These are not
simply their unique lived experiences, but those that depend upon their access to social and
emotional experiences, knowledge, and understanding that they share with those who are at a
comparable social level or similar co-cultural group as they are. The understanding of those with
similar social positions can be attributed to the fact that, typically, people of the same social
position view the world in the same ways, and some have even experienced many of the same
things. Standpoint theory argues that one's perspective is not all-encompassing and cannot be
generalized. Rather, as everyone is multifaceted, so are their views, opinions, and perspectives of
the world as a whole (Harding, 2020). Although Native American women may share some
common values and opinions, it is unlikely that they will share every single value and opinion as
they have lived different lives and experienced different things. Even if some of these things
were similar, it is unlikely that their views would reflect each other perfectly.
A part of one’s standpoint may be how they see—and what they want to call—their own
group. Labels, or what one’s group is called, may also play a big part in how one sees themself
and their social worth. In terms of race, individuals situate themselves based upon how they see
their group, and as many people are surrounded by media in their everyday lives, how the media
presents specific minority groups may have a large impact on how those both in the minority
group and out of the minority group view the group as a whole and how they evaluate
individuals who are members of that group (Kinefuchi & Orbe, 2008). Over the years, Native
Americans have been referred to most commonly as Native Americans or Indians within the
media. According to standpoint theory, knowledge stems from one’s social position (Harding,
2020). Therefore, if one associated the term Indian with having less respect from their peers
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when compared to Native American. Then, if they were regularly referred to as an Indian, they
may begin to believe that they deserve less respect than those of the White majority because of
their perceived social position, exemplified by how people choose to describe or view them in
larger society. When discussing preferred labeling, though, it is important to note that different
people or communities may have different opinions on whether they prefer to be called Indians
or Native Americans. As cultural identity theory discusses, through self-identification a sense of
belonging to a group can be reaffirmed (Collier & Thomas, 1988). Therefore, a Native person
may feel as though they are better connected with their heritage and tribal members by
identifying as an Indian, rather than a Native American. As individuals use communication to
construct and continuously negotiate their cultural identity and personal identity, how they
choose to identify as a Native can change.
These three theories relate to one another to create a dynamic view of identity. As social
identity theory displays how individuals categorize themselves based on what groups they are
part of, as most people are a part of multiple groups come on often, they may need to display a
certain part of their identity in certain situations, this is an aspect of self-categorization theory.
When it comes to an individual’s background and how they came to be a member of the groups
that they are a part of, standpoint theory gives insight into why someone may act or choose to do
things that they do. For example, do they morally belie that using the word Indian to describe
America’s Native people’s is wrong? Overall, through better understanding what groups a person
is a part of, how they feel those groups fit into their communities in terms of social value, the
many identities of a person and how their identities shift based upon specific situations, and how
a specific person’s experiences have affected them a multidimensional overview of their identity
can be formed. This potential identity overview can be further reinforced by one’s perceived
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identity. As a Native American myself, personally I have no preference between the two titles,
Indian or Native American. This may be because within my own tribal nation we refer to
ourselves as both Native American and Indian, using the two interchangeably. As my specific
tribe uses the two interchangeably, I may view the terms as equal, whereas someone who’s tribe
only uses one term may view one as better or more preferred than the other.
As media has the power to shape viewers perceptions, it also assists in illustrating what
groups are in and what groups are out, or at least perpetuates them (Ramasubramanian, 2011),
Native American women and minority group members alike may feel as though they are not
recognized by many, this aligns greatly with social identity theory as they may feel as Natives
they are not as socially valuable as other groups. Situationally, Native American’s selfperceptions may be skewed due to their experiences throughout their lives (standpoint theory),
affecting what they feel their social value is), As well as how do they perceive themselves and
how they believe others perceive them (self-categorization theory. Media can affect all three
aspects of these theories as media not only affects the viewer but also those who the viewer
interacts with. The three guiding theories also apply to the life situations faced by Native
Americans. Social identity theory can provide insight into why someone may have lower selfesteem, for example if the were raised in poverty, their parents had substance abuse issues, and
they accepted government assistance this person may feel that these groups are not socially
desirable. When it comes to self-categorization theory, the individual may feel that they are
destined for the same misfortune that their family has experience and create an identity within
that, possibly choosing to partake in substance abuse and risky activates. Finally, in terms of selfcategorization theory a person’s lived experience create their unique world perspective, guiding
their actions and reactions. In this situation discussed above this may include someone believing
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that stealing was okay or at least not morally wrong if they had to steal food to survive as they
did not have any in their home as all of the family’s money went to feed their parent’s substance
abuse issues. Overall, what groups a person is a part of, how they perceive themselves, and what
they’ve been through have large impacts upon their identities and greatly help to shape who they
are.
Life Situations
Native Americans are over two times as likely to suffer substance abuse disorder than
members of the general American population (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration, 2016). Within Native populations, the age-adjusted alcohol-related death rate
was 520% greater than the average U.S. population, and the mortality rate from illicit drug use
among Native Americans over the age of twelve was 22.7%, almost double that of the rest of the
country’s general population (Indian Health Service, 2014; Skewes & Blume, 2019). This can be
attributed to multiple factors, including less hope for the future and lower socioeconomic status
both in tribal communities and inner-city Native Americans (Skewes & Blume, 2019). The
trauma faced by many Native Americans also directly affects these behaviors as there are higher
rates of post-traumatic stress disorder in Native American communities than anywhere else in the
United States (Skewes & Blume, 2019). The cycle of abuse and drug abuse leads to generational
trauma within Native communities and families alike. Self-esteem is directly impacted by trauma
and how it is experienced. For this reason, substance abuse disorders have been linked to traumas
experienced (Aguilar & Nightingale, 1994). Therefore, it is not unusual for Native Americans to
attempt to soothe their pain through an altered state of mind via drug and alcohol abuse.
It is no surprise that many Native Americans face the same traumas that other minority
group members face. However, there are a few things that Native Americans tend to experience
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more often or uniquely. These niche traumas experienced by Native Americans include things
such as culture commodification, higher rates of abuse, and discrimination through unfair
parental laws often resulting in children being taken from their parents and placed in the care of
White families, group homes, or, in the past, boarding schools created specifically to make
Natives act less Native (Primack, 2020). Native Americans may feel as though they are not in
control of their own lives and only have so much influence when it comes to their children’s
lives. With memories of assimilation-based boarding schools, poor treatment by the United
States government, and overall unfair treatment, many Native Americans feel they have nothing
left to hope for, leading to increased substance abuse.
In the case of sexual and physical violence, Native American women experience these
traumas at a higher rate than any other ethnic or racial minority group in the United States (Perry,
2004). For example, Native women over 12 years of age are 2.5 times more likely to be raped or
sexually assaulted than all other women regardless of ethnicity or race (Perry, 2004). Physical
assault rates are also higher within Native American communities, and Native American women
are more likely to sustain a greater injury during rapes and sexual assaults; 50% of Native
American women will experience serious injury in situations of rapes and sexual assaults
(Amnesty International, 2007). These statistics rise dramatically when a person of Native descent
is a two-spirit—a phrase commonly used for someone who is transgender in Native American
communities. Two-spirited people are considered at high risk for physical and sexual abuse.
Over 78% of two-spirited women have been physically assaulted, and 85% sexually assaulted,
meaning that most transgender Native American women have faced some kind of assault in their
lives (Lehavot et al., 2010). Still, research done specifically on abuse of racial minorities in the
United States primarily tends to be limited to analyzing the experiences faced by Latinx and
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Black women, not sharing Native American women's perspectives and stories when it comes to
abuse (Bubar, 2013).
Minority Group Membership and the Media
False media portrayals of minority group members provide a fictionalized view of how
minority group members live and act (Entman, 1994). In addition to the parodies,
romanticizations, and dramatizations of minority group members' lives, they are repeatedly
misrepresented on mainstream media platforms. (Rivadeneyra et al., 2007; Weaver, 2016). The
lack of representation of minority groups is also a major issue in films and popular television
shows (Klein, 2018). Cultivation Theory gives insight into the messages produced by the media
and how these messages, their symbolic functions, contribute to social systems to shape
individuals’ assumptions about life and the world overall (Gerbner, 1973; Potter, 2014). As mass
media messages form culture, the public’s exposure to these messages directly affects their
actions and beliefs as a whole (Gerbner, 1973). Media allow for the mass dissemination of
stories across a society. The sharing of these stories is how culture is both shared and accepted,
and, even further, is reinforced by familial and communal social norms (Gerbner, 1998). The
production of mass media has directly affected American culture and create a widespread
meaning (Gerbner, 1998; Potter, 2014). For example, Lee et al. (2007) found that the amount of
television consumed, and the genre consumed by college students, directly affected the ethnic
stereotypes that they held. Mass media portrayals have had a direct effect on minority groups
through misrepresentation, underrepresentation, and lack of representation of these groups. In
terms of underrepresentation, mass media show LatinX individuals at drastically low rates when
compared to that of the U.S. population (Mastro & Behm-Morawitz, 2002).
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When it comes to misrepresentation in mass media, Asian Americans and those of Asian
heritage were found to be perceived as the most likely racial-ethnic group in the U.S to achieve
academic success, most likely to be considered nerds, and most likely to be left-out, and, as a
result of this, many people reported that they were least likely to initiate friendships with those of
Asian ethnicity (Zhang, 2010). These actions appeared directly related to media perpetuate an
image of Asian Americans (Zhang). In terms of lack of representation, one longitudinal study
analyzing portrayals of women in popular television shows found that media ignore many groups
of women, including Native American women, Asian women, and women of the LGBTQ+
community (Greenberg & Worrell, 2007). Overall, cultivation describes the perceptions both
creating stereotypical opinions of minority group members as well as portraying that those who
are not shown within media are not important or do not exist. U.S. media’s magnification of the
narratives and norms of dominant culture and disproportionate portrayal of minorities can imply
that the minority groups are not important or a part of U.S. culture, something that is not at all
true.
The classical stereotypical portrayals of minority group members within mass media
include but are not limited to the savage Native American, the ignorant Black, the perfect and
intelligent Asian, the terrorist Middle Eastern or even Indian person, and the out-of-touch
foreigner. These tropes have been used frequently. In them, the minority character commonly
provides comedic relief within a scene typically dominated by White characters, acts as a damsel
in distress to show the White character’s courage or compassion, or is demonized and acts as a
direct enemy to the White characters.
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American Blacks in Mass Media
The character archetype of the White savior who is above their Black subordinate
intellectually and economically is reminiscent of the way that White masters felt about their
Black slaves. Black slaves worked for slave owners often for nothing beyond small meals and
terror. The White slave masters were so disconnected from reality that they believed that their
slaves were people that they were helping. Even children's movies are not safe from the prejudice
and stereotypes deeply ingrained within White American Society. This pattern of weak, less
developed, and often one-dimensional characters manifests itself beyond the Black minority
group. Characters of all minority groups, including Native Americans, people of Asian heritage,
Black people, and people of Middle Eastern descent are less well-rounded and often are based
around their minority group membership and ethnic background (Ellithorpe et al., 2018). Often
in mainstream media, Black characters appear Whitewashed to make them more palatable to the
White viewers. By giving Black protagonists more traditionally White features mass media are
not only displaying that somehow White features are better, but they are also showing that White
people would prefer to view someone who looks like them. Another common approach to the
portrayal of Black characters is an extreme exaggeration of common Black stereotypes.
Across a variety of media, Black characters are consistently exaggerated to fit the
stereotypical view of dominant media. One study found that, in video games, Black avatars
displayed increased aggression when compared to that of White avatars (Ash, 2015). When it
came to television shows, media presented Black women negatively much more often than their
White counterparts (Freeman, 2018; Christiano, 2017). Finally, movies often portray Black male
characters either as heroes or as violent criminals, reinforcing two very common stereotypes, that
the dominant culture has of Black men specifically (Kocić, 2017).
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One example of the exaggerated stereotype character can be found in traditional Disney
movies, such as Sunflower, a character found in Fantasia (Lacroix, 2004), an early Disney film
still revered as one of Disney's classics. In older animated films, Black characters are often
dehumanized, being portrayed as animals. This animated, animalistic characterization of Black
characters can be found in Disney's controversial 1946 film, Song of the South (Lacroix, 2004),
and even through small details such as the character, Jim Crow, in Dumbo (Lacroix, 2004).
As another example, in local news coverage, African Americans are frequently depicted
negatively and have even been described as a "source of crime and chaos" (Dixon, 2004, p. 137;
Entman, 2020; Hurley et al., 2015; Tukachinsky et al., 2015). Within Dixon's (2004) study,
African American female journalists were aware of the stereotypes that were believed about
them as well as those believed about other minority group members and their communities. The
same female African American journalists how the communities around them often reflected the
known stereotypes of Black citizens. The women commented that while they were working to
change opinion on harmful stereotypes, their communities often reflected harmful stereotypes.
As a result of this, they felt that their efforts were to no avail.
Asian Americans in Mass Media
Media also target those of Asian descent through popular animated films created by
Disney. In the film short Commando Duck (Lacroix, 2004), Japanese soldiers are portrayed with
slanted eyes and large buck teeth. Asian characteristics are also the butt of the joke in the musical
number "We are Siamese," a song in the film Lady and the Tramp (Lacroix, 2004). The
villainous cats alluding to the conflicts in World War II are drawn with the same characteristics
used in Commando Duck: They are short, with slanted eyes and buck teeth.
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The term model minority was first used in a New York Times article in 1966 to
acknowledge Asian Americans' achievements compared to those of other American minority
groups (Peterson, 1966). Following this, Asian Americans have been depicted in a positive light
when it is beneficial to the dominant culture, including media depictions of Asian characters as
model citizens who would help propel the United States to succeed. Asian American children are
still frequently presented as mathematical, intelligent, and afraid to fail, though media
stereotypes of Asian American parents portray them as harsh and often cold (Cuddy et al., 2007).
The model-minority stereotype is harmful as it breeds resentment between Asian
Americans and the dominant White majority in the U.S. As media implies that typically Asian
Americans get into every school they apply for, including top universities such as Harvard, many
dominant group members may view Asian Americans as direct competition. Many Whites
assume that Asian Americans are taking away opportunities and using their levels of intelligence
to gain an unfair advantage over the White community. The notion that exceptionally intelligent
Asian American students may take opportunities away from White Americans can lead to a
feeling of distrust. As a result of these stereotypical storylines and misconceptions, Asian
Americans have in many ways become the antagonist of the dominant majority group's White
protagonist.
Women in Mass Media
These representational problems also apply to women. Gender bias, specifically, can be
found in media through the misrepresentation and underdevelopment of female characters. In
1993, Kray found that female characters of Jewish descent on television shows and films were
often less developed than their White male counterparts and appeared to be ignored, and
unchosen.
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When it comes to the physical traits of women, popular media producer Disney created
all their female heroines in the form of small delicate women up until as recently as Lacroix’
analysis in 2004. Disney's Princess Belle from Beauty and the Beast is represented as a woman
who is 5'2 and a mere 95 pounds (Lacroix, 2004). Disney characters portrayed as the hero often
retained many White features despite their skin tone and country of origin. For example, Princess
Jasmine, an Arabian Princess in the film Aladdin, is not only voiced by a blonde-haired, blueeyed White woman, Linda Larkin, but the character of Jasmine also retains a delicate nose and
tiny mouth, characteristics of a conventionally attractive White woman. In every right, besides
her skin tone, Jasmine appears to be a White woman despite her cultural and ethnic background,
which is deeply intertwined with the story being told. When it comes to Native Americans,
Disney's Pocahontas received multiple responses from critics, who stated that the body frame
used in the movie was abnormal for that of a girl of 12, the age that the real Pocahontas was
when John Smith came to America. Critics compared the animated character's frame to that of a
Barbie doll, a well-developed woman, something that Pocahontas most certainly was not at the
age of 12 (Edgerton & Jackson, 1996). This theme of conventionally attractive White women
costumed in a darker skin tone continues throughout almost all Disney films. Although the film
The Princess and the Frog (2009) was not released when Lacroix (2004) published her article,
Lacroix’ observation holds true. Princess Tiana and her prince appear as Black characters;
however, they are light-skinned and retain many White features such as smaller noses; smaller
mouths; and straight, untextured hair.
These harmful and false media depictions can also be seen in modern beauty standards
across the globe, as White traits are typically considered the most beautiful, and many minority
group women choose to wear wigs, hair extensions, and colored contacts to imitate White
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standards. Other women may choose to use lightening creams and have cosmetic surgery to
reach the appearance that they desire (Zhang, 2012). In Zhang’s (2012) study of women of
Chinese descent, mass media portrayals directly affected their body image and how they viewed
their appearance. Zhang argued that mass media had such an influence on these women because
it provided them with the definition of female beauty, whether that was subtle traditional Chinese
beauty or the more open and sexy western beauty (2012). The racism towards Asian women
motivates many of them to choose to starve themselves or undergo surgical procedures to change
their traditional features to appear more like a White person (Zhang, 2012). Chinese women
choose common cosmetic surgeries to include double eyelid surgeries, nose implants, and lip
plumpers and fillers (Gilman, 1999).
Although it cannot be confirmed whether media is causing these trends or women are just
echoing social norms within U.S. culture, minority women are treated unfairly in many aspects
of their lives including the workplace. In 2020, Freeburg found that minority group women are
disproportionately paid less than their White female counterparts, who were, in turn, paid even
less than their male counterparts. In addition, minority group females face discrimination at
higher levels than their male counterparts (Mungarary & Curtin, 2021). These findings illustrate
some of the many reasons why women often struggle to gain and maintain leadership roles in
their organizations. Richardson and Taylor (2009) found that when subordinates and supervisors
question a woman's leadership capabilities, they often mention her race, whereas this was not the
case with males' leadership capabilities. The participants in their study discussed males'
leadership capabilities similarly, without mentioning their race despite their racial profiles
(2009). These findings illustrate everyday examples of how minority group women are treated
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unfairly while also reinforcing the commonly portrayed media theme that minority group women
are less than their White counterparts (Wilhelm & Joeckel, 2019).
Even minority group women who are directly involved in the media business cannot
seem to foster equal representation of minorities. Although newsrooms are choosing to become
more diverse with their growing staff of minority group members since 1990 (The Radio
Television Digital News Association, 2020), minority group members were still employed at
lower rates than their White counterparts at 26.6% of the television workforce in 2020 (The
Radio Television Digital News Association, 2020).
Effects of False Representation of Minority Groups in Media
When minority group members are constantly bombarded by mainstream media
messages portraying them in incorrect ways, they typically have lower self-esteem and a more
negative self-concept (Matsaganis et al., 2011; Ramasubramanian et al., 2017). As media
consumer identities are based on what we see depicted, it is difficult to correctly perceive
ourselves if there are only a few portrayals of ethnic and cultural minority group members—and
those provided are stereotypical. As mass media typically portray a White perspective of society
and intergroup social norms, minority group members can be negatively affected.
Diversity in media is vital, and often television and movies perform better with viewers
when the cast is more diverse beyond a majority of White Characters (Klein, 2018). However, if
one minority group member is a part of an otherwise all-White cast, diversity has an adverse
effect because, if there is no obvious antagonist, viewers will most likely view the minority
group member(s) on the show negatively, as this is what White viewers are typically most
comfortable with (Ellithorpe, 2018; Mastro, 2003). A key aspect of mass media films and shows
is that, regardless of the type of show being watched, science fiction or reality television, if there
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is no obvious in-group and out-group, minority group members default to being the out-group in
viewers' minds (Ellithorpe, 2018). As a result, viewers tend to advocate for justice less for
minority group members than dominant majority group members and view them in a less
positive light in general (Ellithorpe, 2018; Kellner & Share, 2005).
Research supports the link between media representation and self-esteem. For example,
Maestro (2003) found that self-esteem and self-identity of minority group members are directly
affected by mainstream media representation (Mastro, 2003). Specifically, participants favored
members of the in-group as innocent rather than the out-group after exposure to criminal activity
on television. Through the participants’ tendency to view out-group members as guilty over in
group members, the overall results in Mastro's study display that media content reinforces selfesteem through the process of social contrast, in which participants favor in-group members
rather than out-group members.
In another study concerned with minority group member self-esteem and media
representation done in 1993, Porter and Washington found that minority group membership
caused both lower and higher self-esteem, depending on the racial group one identified with.
Because of the mixed findings in terms of minority group members’ relationship with individual
self-esteem, a direct singular relationship between group membership and self-esteem cannot be
confirmed from the research conducted by Porter and Washington (1993). Specifically, they
found that minority group members typically have a positive group identity if they have an
increased identification with others of the same minority group.
One possible reason why Porter and Washington (1993) were unable to find concrete
findings is because they attempted to generalize minority groups, lumping them together and
labeling them simply as minority group members rather than studying individual minority groups
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such as individuals who are Black (Hughes et al., 2015), Asian (Dong et al., 2015), or Native
American (Hoffman et al., 2021) as more recent research has. More recent research focusing on
the relationship between self-esteem and minority group membership displays that the clearer
perception that a minority group member has of their own identity and culture, the higher their
self-esteem (Gonzales-Backen et al., 2015; Usborne & Taylor, 2010). This direct positive
relationship between cultural identity clarity and self-esteem was found across diverse
backgrounds including Anglophone Quebecers, Francophone Québécois, Chinese North
Americans, and Aboriginal Canadians.
Being a minority group member often brings with it a feeling of otherism, the feeling of
exclusion of someone based upon their perceived differences or diversion from what is
considered the social norm. This othering of people who do not appear to be like the common
majority often causes them, the out-group members of society, to identify even more with their
minority group as they have been rejected from the majority group. In the case of the United
States, the dominant majority are citizens of a White, Anglo-Saxon ethnic and cultural heritage.
Ethnic loyalty to minority group culture continues among some members of minority racial and
ethnic groups within the United States even when cultural awareness declines over generations
(Connor 1977; Masuda et al., 1970). Despite conscious efforts on the part of many government
entities and private corporations to include more minority members in their ad campaigns and
among their business employees, many still put minority group members within a box (Allen,
2017; Johri et al., 2018). This confines minority group members to a limited set of characteristics
or common stereotypes that are easily referenceable. Said characteristics are often unprogressive
despite the many efforts of diversity, inclusion, and equity campaigns occurring within the
United States over the last 20 or so years.
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Responses to Misrepresentations of Minority Groups in Media
One way that minority group members may choose to deal with the stereotypical
portrayals in the media is through self-categorization. Research findings suggest that, as
individuals self-categorize (Liu & Zhang 2011; Lee & Hecht, 2010), prejudice and likelihood for
viewers to see a division between White and minority characters in the media increases (Simon
et al., 1997). Through this change in their thought process, minority group members can change
and reshape their feelings towards their minority group membership. Self-categorization can
bring members of the same minority group together. In one study, as minority group members
sought change, they found similarities between their lives and experiences and began to support
one another as they faced ostracization from the dominant White majority (Saleem et al., 2021).
Through the unique experiences of minority group members and their shared resistance
against misrepresentation and stereotyping, minority group members are better able to view and
present one another as multifaceted individuals rather than as a people with a limited set of
characteristics, as the dominant majority tends to see them. An immediate assumption may be
that minority group members want to be a part of the in-group and that minority group members
have a more depersonalized self-perception; however, this is not always the case. In one study
(Saleem et al., 2021), when in-group identification meaningfulness was high, out-group
identification meaningfulness was much lower. If minority group members felt accepted by their
minority group, culture, or tribe they essentially cared much less about the dominant majority’s
opinions and false stereotypes of them.
Recently minority group members are choosing to advocate for fair media coverage
(Saleem et al., 2021); however, change is unlikely as there are so few minority journalists and
producers (Entman, 1994; The Radio Television Digital News Association, 2020). In 2004,
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African American female journalists agreed that there is prejudice throughout local news
coverage; yet, despite this, they believe their communities truly reflected those prejudices and
stereotypes, and, although they wish to fight the misconceptions about their race, they ultimately
admitted that they were uncomfortable doing so, as much of the actions completed by minority
group members in their area reinforced the stereotypes and negatively impacted other minority
group members in the same local area (Dixon, 2004). Although the African American women
journalists within the study did have a hard time fighting the stereotypes perceived about Black
Americans, they reported being as professional and polished in the workplace is possible to show
the public and their coworkers that these false stereotypes portrayed on the Dallas Morning News
were false and exaggerated.
Another way that minority group members are attempting to combat these stereotypes is
through the creation of ethnic media. Ethnic media are created by minority group members to
combat skewed representations of minority groups (Matsaganis et al., 2011). In addition to this,
ethnic media are often created by minority group members for other minority group members to
view. Some examples of ethnic media appear in Black Entertainment Television (BET), Latina
Magazine and the newspaper, Indian Country Today. However, often these outlets have far less
reach and receive less funding than mainstream media outlets that serve the dominant White
majority within the United States.
Native Americans in Media
Some may believe that Native Americans in media are often misrepresented. However,
sometimes minority group members, like Native Americans, are purposefully left out of media
portrayals as a form of symbolic annihilation. Symbolic annihilation can be defined as the
absence of reputation or underrepresentation of a group of people based upon a certain
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characteristic such as race, sexuality, and socio-economic status (Gerbner & Gross, 1976).
Symbolic annihilation often enforces the social inequality of minority groups and their members.
Symbolic annihilation displays how media messages contribute to the views that people may
have of those who have been symbolically annihilated. For example, analyzing symbolic
annihilation through an economics perspective, a traditionally masculine field, it has been found
that women are disproportionately represented and identified both by women and men in the
economics field (Harp et al., 2013). Animated cartoons also have a history of symbolically
annihilating and underrepresenting out-groups (Klein & Shiffman, 2009).
Native Americans are among one of the many out-groups that have been symbolically
annihilated in media, and this annihilation has greatly affected how people in the dominant group
perceive them. In some ways Native Americans have even been symbolically annihilated within
identity research, which does not even include or portray them in studies that are centered around
minority groups. As there is so little representation, according to cultivation theory, this
cultivates the belief that Native Americans are not a part of overall U.S. culture. When they are
represented, they are typically only represented in stereotypical ways. This may be because some
Natives can pass as White. However, this too is an issue because, without any representation,
Native Americans cannot be recognized even in a false light.
Native Americans have been sensationalized since one of the earliest forms of media,
newspapers. Historically, book authors and journalists labeled Native Americans as good or bad
due to stereotypical portrayals spread by mainstream media. They are portrayed either as refined
and assimilated people who acted just like the White settlers or, if they disagreed in any way or
stood up for their way of life or their land, as savages. Newspapers portrayed these "savages'' as
people to be feared and ultimately eradicated (Büken, 2002). Today, the false representations and
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stereotypes of Native Americans that mainstream media reinforces are spread through cartoons,
news, social media, radio, and other genres and channels.
When it comes to Native American women in mass media, not only are they
misrepresented, but they are also extremely understudied in academic research. The word squaw
framed Native American women as the more intelligent and driven gender; therefore, use of the
term implied that Native American men were lazy, dumb, and messy by commending the Native
American woman for doing so much and implying that the men did not complete their fair share
of the work (Merskin, 2010).
Native American men have been falsely portrayed as well. They are viewed as violent
and angry, physically injuring people and threatening any disagreement with violence (Bird
1999; Merskin, 2010). Native Americans have been represented as noble savages (Dickens,
2016), magical shamans (Aldred, 2000), and alcoholics (Pacific Standard, 2017). The
fetishization of Native Americans and their culture has also been seen throughout the media.
Often, Native American culture is utilized by writers and authors for content as they know
viewers will be intrigued. However, these writers, many of whom claim to be feminists, ignore
and dismiss ethics when it comes to Native cultures (Donaldson, 1999). This fetishization can
also be displayed in the capitalization that certain business sometimes associated with Native
Americans do through falsely intensifying the otherworldliness or magic that many associate
with Native American culture. An example of this can be seen in how Native American Casinos
use cultural appropriation and exaggeration to draw tourists to them for economic gain (Cooks &
Simpson, 2007).
In addition to traditional media misrepresentations, Native American culture has inspired
costume wear, specifically within the prop rooms of many production companies. War bonnets,
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eagle feathers, tomahawks, teepees, totem poles, fringed buckskin, and moccasins have become
what many Americans associate with Native culture, adding further to the social norm of
culturally appropriating and fetishizing Native American culture. However, the costume
designers and actors wearing these outfits and utilizing the props often do not even know their
purpose or meaning within Native American culture (Büken, 2002). In his discussion of the
iconology used in mainstream media to represent what an Indian is, Büken (2002) asks, "To what
extent does one become an Indian by playing Indian?” (p. 48). Simultaneously, it is easy to see
that mainstream media misrepresents Native Americans and Native culture.
Native American culture has been used by the dominant culture for economic gain
through the commodification of Native culture through the use of Native American tribal names
or terms for sports team mascots. Generally, Native stereotypes promote traditionally masculine
traits and a feeling of otherworldliness and escapism (Kemper, 2014). Many mainstream media
viewers also believe that Native Americans have what can be considered to have a fighting spirit
and pride in their tribe. Athletic departments and professional sports teams have found that the
stereotypical traits of Native Americans appealed to their audiences and chosen to capitalize
economically and socially from Native Americans and their culture, choosing Native American
terms and figures as mascots throughout the history of sports in the United States. Negative
ramifications that Native Americans face due to Indian mascots include disrespect for their
culture through incorrect dress, cultural appropriation, and an apparent lack of concern on the
part of the general population for Native American and tribal-related issues, including lack of
research in academic spaces (Davis, 2002). Native American mascots often display some of the
most harmful Native stereotypes in the media. Due to the popularity of professional and college
athletics in the U.S., many viewers may assume that these mascot costumes and traits are direct
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reflections of Native American culture. The most ironic part of the utilization of mascots can be
seen in the almost ritualistic acts present in many sporting events: Fans don the same colors each
week, chants are the same, players have beloved and consistent nicknames, and mascots
represent the fun and frustration that a sports game provides. This ritualistic behavior is
something that many associate with Native American culture has been adopted by the dominant
White culture that is in most cases the in-group (Chidester, 2012).
Effects of Misrepresentations of Native Americans in Media
Due to the misrepresentation and lack of representation in mass media channels, many
Native Americans feel they do not belong in a world beyond their reservation, or that they should
hide their Nativeness if possible. Thus, many Native Americans stay in their communities living
in poverty, continuing a cycle of generational trauma. If Native American youth were able to see
more Native adults succeeding and making an impact, it is likely that their perception of reality
and what is possible for themselves would expand. One study found that Native American
primary school students did not have role models within their lives. In addition to this, these
students felt a lower sense of belonging in school. However, a few Native American students
within the study answered that they did have many role models. Native students with many role
models were much more like their White student counterparts regarding a sense of belonging
within their school (Covarrubias & Fryberg, 2014).
When it comes to a sense of belonging, it makes sense why Native American students
feel like outsiders, because in many ways, throughout their lives, they are always the outsiders.
Many Native Americans feel as though they are stuck between poor economic and social realities
due to the state of our tribal communities and the low expectations that not only the general
population has for them but the ones that their family members have, as well (Covarrubias &
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Fryberg ,2014). Within his book, The True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, Sherman Alexie,
notable Native American author and artist, describes this in the way that the main character,
Junior, states: "But we reservation Indians don't get to realize our dreams. We don't get those
chances or choices. We're just poor. That's all we are" (Alexie, 2009, p. 13). Through this, Alexie
shows a glimpse into the hopelessness that many Native Americans feel. This hopelessness
illustrates a divide between present-day Native American culture and mainstream American
culture as hoping for a better future and aiming for the American dream are still things that
White Americans actively do. To Native Americans, the American dream is dead; and for many,
it never even existed.
Harmon (2017) found that many Native Americans, including children, feel as though
they are misunderstood, misrepresented, and discriminated against, and this directly affects their
self-esteem. This breeds a sense of otherism, and, specifically in educational spaces, educators
and administrators must use caution when they form messages about Native American culture
and history. If teachers or administrators spread incorrect information about Native culture, other
students of different racial, cultural, and ethnic backgrounds may view the Native American
child incorrectly. Majority group membership also provides a direct effect on self-esteem. A
more dated study (Cockeringham, 1979) found that in Native American student majority schools,
Native students typically had higher levels of self-esteem than any other minority group of the
school (White, Black, and Latinx children). When minority group students see those in the
dominant culture perceive and treat them differently, possibly ostracizing and excluding them for
their differences, this may be a way in which the minority group gains a sense of control.
Self-esteem also directly affects suicide attempt rates. Covarrubias and Fryberg (2015)
report that Native American students perceive a high amount of discrimination. This

33

discrimination can reinforce a feeling of lack of belonging, which increases suicide attempt rates
and the suicide numbers associated with Native American youths. In fact, Native American
students were significantly more likely to have attempted suicide than their White student
counterparts. Harman (2017) argues that an increased feeling of Native American tribal
affiliation and active membership in the tribe greatly decrease the chance of suicide, as Native
American students who are active in their tribal community have greater self-esteem than their
White counterparts.
Identifying with a specific cultural group continues to positively affect Native Americans
as they move into adolescence and adulthood. When studying Native American undergraduate
students, Thompson and Johnson-Jennings (2013) found that high levels of coping with
discrimination and a positive view of one's cultural group positively affected collective selfesteem and persistence among students. These findings reinforced that students who have higher
collective self-esteem for their cultural group tend to adjust better to college life. Not only are
these students more likely to have higher self-esteem and to be more flexible to adjustments, but
they are also more likely to become positive community role models within the Native American
community with their success (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992).
Native American Responses to Misrepresentation in Media
Similar to other minority groups, Native Americans are typically the subject of media
rather than participants in its creation (Merskin, 1998). However, they have attempted to combat
the many skewed representations. By creating their own sources as a result of a lack of media
representation, Native Americans have begun to produce the news and information they want to
hear. As a response, Native Americans produce Native American news sources staffed by Native
American journalists. By having Native Americans, themselves, report and publish news,
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communities can be more certain that the news they are receiving aligns with their culture and
values.
As with other minority groups, Native Americans have taken steps to resist or contradict
the dominant cultural representations and uses of Native culture. The first Native American
newspaper, The Cherokee Phoenix, was created over 190 years ago in Georgia and was printed
in both English and Cherokee (Murphy, 2010). Since The Cherokee Phoenix's inception, Natives
have created many new sources specifically for Native Americans, including print, electronic,
web media, and even social media. Native Americans have created Native American ethnic
media to better serve their own Native American communities. These media often focus on one
specific tribe or may not be as accessible for Native Americans who live outside of common
tribal areas such as cities or along the East Coast, where there are no longer any Native American
reservations. Tribal members may be scattered without a common thread between them.
Another example of ethnic Native American media can be found in the radio shows
created by Native Americans, for Native Americans, and about Native Americans. Despite the
fall of popularity of radio shows across the U.S., they are still one of the main sources of news
and entertainment for many Native Americans (Wilbritch, 2019). The popularity of these radio
shows in Native communities depends on multiple factors. First, many Native American
communities are still located in remote areas, often only having one grocery store and lacking
entertainment sources, access to good education and other infrastructure (Broome, 1995). In
addition to this, gathering around the radio to listen to a radio show is a tradition to some Natives
and many people are not ready to give up on it. In addition to this, Native Americans have had a
complex relationship with White Americans since the beginning of colonialism. Therefore, they
often do not trust the U.S. federal government and even their state's government. This means
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that, often, even if there are better or more entertaining options, Native Americans may choose to
listen to a Native American-produced radio show as they know that the content is geared towards
their culture and lifestyle. When asked why they preferred Native American radio shows to other
more mainstream radio shows, Native Americans reported that the Native American radio shows
provide them with unbiased news, feeling that it has no ulterior motive behind it (Wilbricht,
2019). In Native American radio shows and newspapers alike, Native Americans are talked
about, just as they are on more mainstream media platforms. However, the difference is that
Native media do not impose the stereotypes on Native Americans based upon their ethnic,
cultural, or racial backgrounds. In addition, local community radio stations allow for the spread
of information, including essential information such as weather, health and safety, and local
news (Wilbritch, 2019). Some Native American local radio stations provide insight into potential
economic and educational opportunities either within the community or near it. The spreading of
health and safety awareness on Native American tribal lands has been a key initiative of many
government organizations and nonprofit organizations alike. Overall, tribal media fulfill a need
for Native American people. Tribal media allow for indigenous voices and concerns to be heard
and provide a sense of collective identity for the Native American minority group, bringing
together people through "shared languages, cultural norms, community initiatives, activism, and
other tribal interests'' (Wilbricht, 2019, p. 45).
Art is also being used as a response to stereotypical Native portrayals. Individual Native
American artists are working towards dispelling stereotypes and correcting falsified information
using multiple platforms to show what real Indians are like, not just the Hollywood version or
historic photos from over 200 years ago. Artists such as Alex Jacobs, Charlene Teters, and
Sherman Alexie define the traditionally accepted image of what a Native American is by creating

36

so-called "complicated installations" that cause viewers to question all they know about Native
people (Büken, 2002). By defying the stereotype that many Americans have seen through mass
media for hundreds of years, including Hollywood blockbusters, advertisements, and depictions
of Native Americans and literature, these artists are impacting how Native Americans are
perceived. Through their work, the artists show that Native Americans are not all the same. Each
tribe has its unique traditions and legends, and viewers will be able to understand that Native
American tribes are unique despite the racial background that many Natives share.
Native-based media is not unique to Native Americans in the U.S.: Native tribal groups
across the world such as those in Australia have also created their media for their people. Like in
the U.S., these Native tribes have found ways to directly use the dominant majority’s fascination
with their culture for tribal benefit. Through both Native American self-created media and
Australian Native self-created media, Native peoples can question national self-images and their
self-images as the first people through self-representation, removing bias and prejudice (Alber &
Churn, 2013). Canada, as well, parallels the U.S. both in treatment of Native Americans and
Native-made media to resist that treatment. Canadians also have stereotypical opinions of Native
Americans and often share the misconception that all Native Americans have either been
eradicated or continue to live in village-like settings shut off from the outside world (DunbarOritz & Gilio-Whitaker, 2016). The First Nations of Canada Women have adapted shows such as
the popular game show America's Next Top Model to a more Native-centered North America's
Next Top Indian Model. This specific self-created media challenges the beauty standards of
mainstream North American and encourages models to accentuate and be confident in their
Native traits, rather than trying to hide them to please those outside of their culture. Other videos
created by the First Nations of Canada Women include educational videos such as The People vs.
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Mary Moses and The K-Net Story (Perley, 2008). Still, despite the progress that has been made in
terms of ethnic media in terms of Native Americans, many media depictions of Natives remain
"steeped in the language of conquest and colonization" (Moscato, 2016, p. 40).
The Current Study
The current study seeks to understand the relationship between Native American Women’s
self-perceptions as a result of their lived experiences and perception of how Native women are
portrayed in dominant media. The specific relationship being studied in relation to Native
American Women and their self-perceptions as a result of their lived experiences and perception
of how Native women are portrayed in dominant media is the connection between how Native
American Women are portrayed within mainstream media and how others treat them as a result.
Because of this treatment, whether it is as an out-group member or an in-group member, Native
American women will negotiate their social value and therefore derive their self-worth from that.
Cultivation of ideas about Native American women (specifically, through symbolic annihilation)
will likely affect Native American Women’s self-perceptions, whether the Native American
Women themselves consume the false media portrayals or not, through a trickle-down effect
caused by these beliefs and false representations.
The research above establishes the connection between minority group members and
mainstream media and also displays a connection between lower self-esteem and the viewing of
negative minority group member portrayals. In terms of role models, it is likely that if Native
American women had positive images of Native American Women to identify with, either within
media, their community, or their social circle, they would perceive themselves to have a higher
social value. If in fact more Native American Women were displayed in media, the dominant
culture would recognize and accept them. This recognition of Native American Women in media
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as well as the increase of Native American female role models would also help to raise Native
American Women’s self-esteem, heighten their social value, and provide them with a higher
sense of belonging and possibly even a feeling of being a member of the dominant group.
The above issues and experiences of Native Americans and specifically Native American
women are outlined to display why the study is necessary and how it will add insight into the
Native American female experience. An analysis of the relationship between media and Native
American women’s self-perception through the stories of Native American women will provide
increased understanding of how the cultivation of false media portrayals and, more often, lack of
any portray affect modern Native American women today. Media often present Native American
women in frames of mystery and absence, creating a cycle of them being forgotten and reduced
to a stereotype. Although negative media images impact women’s self-esteem, few studies have
analyzed how Native American women specifically are impacted by media, as well as how they
may choose to present their Nativeness. Through the present study I hope to further knowledge
about the Native American experience and Native American women's self-perceptions. The areas
of research guiding the present study include:
● Native American women’s self-perception as it relates to mass media portrayals
● How Native American women negotiate their cultural identities and self-perception both
within their in-group culture and their out-group culture
● How a Native American woman's negotiation of self-perception changes when discussing
group membership
Conclusion
In this chapter, we have seen how Native American women’s experiences are shaped by
their experiences and life situations and how popular media portrayals reinforce stereotypical
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views of Native American culture, deeply affecting how both Natives perceive themselves as
well as how those outside of their culture perceive them. The next chapter will outline and
explain the methodology of the currently study as well as its guiding theories.
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CHAPTER III: METHODS
The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate how I planned to gain an understanding of
Native American women's self-perception in relation to mass media portrayals. In recognizing
that Native American women are often forgotten both in mainstream media as well as academic
research, I chose to focus my efforts on attempting to better understand Native American
women’s experiences. Through my study, I will illuminate concerns that Native American
women have in relation to mainstream media and attempt to explain how mainstream media
depictions inform how Native American women see themselves and their culture. I intended to
value women's perceptions, meanings, and experiences (Foss & Foss, 1994). I planned to do this
through respondent interviews (Tracey, 2019). By performing interviews, I felt that I would be
better able to add to prior research focusing on Native American women and their unique
experiences. Often, women do not get the opportunity to tell their own stories and have them
valued. Even less often do Native American women get this opportunity. Within my research,
not only do I hope to provide new knowledge on Native American women's self-perception, but
I also hope to validate the lived experiences of my participants.
Throughout the argument in the review of literature, Native Americans can be seen as
outsiders, not only within dominant U.S. culture but also within the subculture of minority
groups within the U.S. This can be seen through their media representation and how Native
Americans are severely understudied in Academic research. Through the present study I hope to
further knowledge about the Native American experience and Native American women's selfperceptions.
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Participants
Using purposive sampling (Lindlof & Taylor, 2017), I recruited participants through
network sampling (Lindlof & Taylor, 2017), with an overall goal of reaching a maximum
variation sample (Lincoln & Guba 1985) among participants who met the criteria of the study. I
also employed criterion sampling (Lindlof & Taylor, 2017). Individuals who satisfied the
commonly understood definition of Native American women over the age of 18 who are
members of a state or federally recognized tribe were included in this study. Specifically, to gain
a maximum variation sample of those who identify as Native American Women, I sought
participants who are members from diverse industries and different age groups, geographical
areas, socioeconomic status, and tribal affiliations. As criteria for inclusion, all participants are
members of a state or federally recognized tribe within the United States. This allowed
me to confirm both Native American heritage and connection to participants’ Native
American culture. All participants within the study identified as female as the study specifically
assesses women’s self-perceptions. I spoke with Native American Women who currently reside
on a Native American reservation or have in the past, as well as Native American Women who
do not currently live on reservation lands and have never lived on reservation lands in the past.
Although differences among participants may make it appear that there is no unifying
characteristic between all participants, they are all Native American Women. By utilizing a
maximum variation sample for this study I was able to gather perspectives regarding the selfperception of Native American Women from a variety of backgrounds, different in aspects
including but not limited to the location they spent their developmental years, where they
currently reside, their tribal affiliation, their current media consumption, their previous media
consumption during developmental years, and whether they are around other Native Americans
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on a regular basis. Biological sex was not considered as a deciding criterion for participants to be
able to share their story. If a participant chose to identify as female, I, as a researcher, treated
them as females within my study.
Data Collection
Procedure
The research consisted of ten one-hour-long interviews in an attempt to reach redundancy
through repeated similar findings throughout multiple participants (Lincoln & Guba 1985). The
in-depth interviews followed a semi-structured interview protocol. Participants were better able
to display the various parts of their identities and, in turn, were better equipped to provide more
insight into their self-perception. I chose in-depth respondent interviews with narrative elements
for this study as my interviews were intended to elicit open-ended responses and encourage
participants to describe and interpret experiences through lived experiences. The in-depth
interviews had narrative elements as it was likely that participants would illustrate their lived
experiences through stories. In-depth interviews provided the most data as, through these, I as
the researcher was able to work alongside the participant to create rich insight into the
experiences faced by Native American woman as I listened to their statements and stories,
encouraging them as they elaborated and discussed their lives (Lindlof & Taylor, 2017).
Throughout the interviews, I was able to search for and probe into specific experiences to better
gain insight into my research questions.
Participants participated in interviews via the video-conferencing tool Zoom. Zoom
interviews also increased sample diversity as geographic location was not a barrier for my
participants. It also allowed for the audio to be recorded for transcription analysis.
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Interview Protocol
The interviews discussed generalized topics such as self-perceived traits of participants,
participants' usage of and opinions in relation to media, and attitudes and opinions in relation to
participants' Native American heritage. Specifically, I used an interview guide, related to semistructured interviews, which allowed more flexibility of question wording and order to adjust to
the flow of the specific interview (Tracy, 2010), to improve conversation flow and help make the
conversation more natural. Semi-structured interviews also prompted more self-disclosure by
participants.
Within the first section discussing participants' self-description, participants described
how they see themselves as well as their perception of their community and peers both
independently of themselves and in relation to themselves. The first section also discussed selfrepresentation through social media and in-person social interactions alike. Feelings of shame
and pride that a participant had about themselves were viewed as formative elements of their
identity perception and formation. The second section discussed topics such as media and
assessed what media platforms the participants typically used as well as the typical media that
they consumed or consumed in the past. This portion also explored participants' perceptions of
popular characters within their favorite television shows and movies, providing insight into
participants ideas about character happiness and comparing their own traits with those of
characters they admire. In the third and final section of the interview protocol, participants were
invited to discuss their heritage and how it related to who they are. Participants described their
family history and the Native connections they have both to their heritage and to their historic
Native lands. Participants compared their Native American female friendships to their nonNative female friendships. They discussed how their friendships were affected by their
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culture and familial history. Additionally, participants related how being Native—specifically a
Native American woman—has impacted them throughout their lives. They were encouraged to
reflect upon how they feel their lives might have been different if they were not of Native race
and culture.
Data Analysis
Data for this study were analyzed using thematic analysis to better understand the themes
that best explained the perspectives expressed by Native American women as they told their
stories. The interviews were guided by my research foci: Native American women’s selfperception as it relates to mass media portrayals; how Native American women negotiate their
cultural identities and self-perception both within their in-group culture and their out-group
culture; and how a Native American women’s negotiation of self-perception change when
discussing group membership.
Thematic analysis is “a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns (themes)
within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). Thematic analysis allows the researcher to capture
important aspects of collected data specifically in relation to the research questions, essentially
taking out the extra fluff that can take away from the true meaning and findings of the research.
In accordance with Braun and Clarke’s six steps of thematic analysis, I began my research by
familiarizing myself with the data. First, I transcribed the interviews using otter.ai and then
verified them for correctness. I did this by listening to the audio while reading the interview
transcriptions, editing them as needed. To look closely at the data, I reread the data and formed
initial ideas about it. Next, I created initial codes based upon my observation of the entire data
set; all data (words, phrases, sentences) related to specific codes were placed into groups. I
further organized these groups of codes into potential themes so that, ultimately, I placed all data
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relevant to each potential theme into their correct section. If data were determined to be
irrelevant to any of the selected themes, I classified them as miscellaneous. The fourth step,
according to Braun and Clarke, is to review the selected themes and ensure that they work in
relation to the coded data and in relation to all the data as a whole. Thus, I analyzed data and
placed them into the corresponding themes. After I selected and refined parameters of each
theme, I created clear definitions and precise naming for each theme. Finally, data were selected
to elaborate on the most vivid and representative examples that related to previous literature and
research areas (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
I informed my understanding of the themes with specific concepts from previous
theories. From social identity theory, thematic categories related to the sense of belonging and
social competition followed the approach outlined by Trepte and Loy (2017). These categories
helped to explain Native American women’s feelings toward their peers, both Native American
women and those of other races. The theme of in-group versus. out-group provided insight to the
way that Native American women interacted with the groups they are members of and their
perceived relationship within their tribal community. This theme may show if being a member of
their tribal community affected Native American women (Kopacz & Lee Lawton, 2011). The
theme of “in-group vs. out-group” gave insight into how Native American women might think
about their social value. This helped determine Native American Woman's perceived social
worth and how it may have impacted not only their self-esteem but their self-perception (Tajfel
& Turner, 2001). Although my categories were predominantly derived from the previous
literature discussed, I also allowed for other ideas to present themselves throughout my research
and the theme of spirituality/nature, something that many participants stated their heritage makes
them feel connected or drawn to.
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Themes derived from self-categorization theory included personality/individualism,
group cohesion/group polarization, power, and duality. As self-categorization theory suggests
that someone can have both social and personal identities (Turner, 1999), the theme of
personality/individualism was used to identify when it appeared that a Native American woman
was discussing her more personal beliefs despite her group memberships. As for group
cohesion/group polarization (in-group vs. out-group), this theme explored when a Native
American woman felt as though she was part of the overall group (in-group), or when she felt as
if she was a member of the outgroup. As expected, most Native American women felt like
members of the outgroup when discussing things such as popular media. Finally, the theme
of power displayed what Native American women felt they had control over and what they did
not. This theme assessed the ways that Native American women felt when they were accepted
within a group or rejected (Turner, 1999). The concept of duality provides details in terms of
how Native American women discussed their Native heritage and identity in conjunction with
their identity, as well as how it may have affected her relationships and group
memberships alike.
Themes informed by standpoint theory (Harding, 2020) were used to analyze the notions
of race, culture, and social class (Harding, 2020). The theme of race highlighted the the women
experienced specifically by being a Native American woman. This theme analyzed how Native
American women felt about their race and how that may affect their self-esteem and selfperception. The participants discussed the experience and impact of being a White-passing
Native Woman. The theme of culture seems a bit obvious within this study, but it gave insight
into Native American women's social identities and how they viewed their value in relation to
group membership. Finally, the theme of social class uncovered what it was like for Native
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American women in terms social class and wealth. As research shows
that Native Americans tend to have a lower economic status, this theme showed how there may
be a connection between self-worth and self-perception. Standpoint theory gave insight into how
Native American Women view the world and act in social situations as a result of their unique
life experiences and personal traits.
All themes provided more context to the experience of being a Native American woman
and her self-perception and self-esteem because of mainstream media consumption and usage.
The Native American women’s comments provided insight was gained into experiences that
shape Native American Women’s identities.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I have discussed how I conducted the research that addresses the
objectives of this study, how I utilized standpoint theory, self-categorization theory, and social
identity theory, discussed in the literature review, to inform our understanding of what it is like
to be a Native American woman. I have also discussed how I collected data as well as who my
participants were. By identifying my ideal participants prior to conducting my study, I was better
equipped to find participants who fit what I was looking for, which will make my study findings
stronger and more representative of the Native American Female experience. An understanding
and application of applicable theories and the creation of themes provided in-depth insights of
the experiences of Native American women.
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS
Responses from the ten in-depth interviews of Native American women were placed into
the themes for this study based on standpoint theory, self-categorization theory, and social
identity theory. Participants in this study were Native women of eight different Tribal nations—
the Klamath, Patawomeck, Dakota Cherokee, Nottoway, Upper Mattaponi, Osage, Choctaw, and
Sac & Fox--and were between the ages of 19 and 67. All participants acknowledged their Native
heritage in one way or another and were at least moderately active within their tribal
communities, some extremely active, participating in multiple committees and working toward
bringing awareness of racism to Native Americans specifically as well as preserving their
heritage. In this chapter, I will detail the women’s perceptions of their identity in relation to
media representation and in terms of various theories related to identity.
Native Women, the Media, and Identity
Overall, when asked about their feelings and opinions toward media, participants
oftentimes did not discuss how media affected their self-perception, specifically as Native
women, but they did have opinions on media in general, whether it was positive, negative, or
neutral. Although much focus of the review of literature was on the impact that media has on
Native American women's self-perception and self-esteem, many participants only provided
general answers when asked about media. After being asked which characters they related to on
their favorite television shows both currently and throughout their childhood, participants
responded by saying none. They then often went on to attribute this to the fantasy that the
television and social media world provides. When asked about her feelings towards media, Iris
said,
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I'm a millennial. I'm a first-year millennial. Oh, geez. I love media, right? I grew up
without it, and then I had it. And so I'm a big fan. I think it's horrible for me, but I'm a big
fan. I can't stop it, like with TikTok. I have given TikTok hours I can't get back.
Quinn's view of media was much starker than that of Iris. She decided to discuss media in
terms of education and trust rather than the entertainment perspective that Iris had. Quinn said, "I
feel like you have to be really careful with media and not believe everything you see or read. I
think that my general opinion is that everything could be a farce. So take it with a grain of salt."
Jenna had a very similar take on media to that of Quinn. When I asked Jenna how she felt about
media, she said:
I started in broadcast journalism, and that's where I started right. Um, in that era, this is a
very long time ago, this is pre-Reagan. In that era, the media was considered to be the
watchdog of society. It was investigative journalism and required three corroborating
sources. It required evidence. You had to have documented evidence. This is pre-internet.
So investigative journalism was a very different world. Political journalism was a very
different world because you had to give equal time to the opposing opinion of whatever it
was that you were putting on. And it wasn't just ads. It was debated, it was town halls, it
was all kinds of you had to give equal time to the opposing view. And Reagan
deregulated all of that. And then we have the birth of CNN. CNN tried for about seven,
eight years to keep it objective. But the pace of constant 24/7 News, when you used to be
able to sift through and find evidence and go track something down. Now, if there is a
called-in tip, you put it on, you broadcasted it because it was doing news, and you needed
to fill airtime. Then you have the advent of Fox News, Ted Turner comes on, and he says
I can make money off of giving people news specific to their taste. And this increases the
polarization between different media outlets.
One of the key positive aspects identified by participants in terms of media was the
capability of social media to allow them to stay connected to those who may be geographically
far away. Sasha noted how, because of social media specifically, she was better able to stay in
touch with her Native friends back on her reservation while she was away at college several
states away. Sasha even mentioned that she had met some of her Indigenous friends via social
media. When discussing this, Sasha said, "I have a lot of indigenous friends through either social
media or just like from my reservation because we would go when I was a kid."
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In terms of Native Americans and media, many participants had a hard time remembering
the last time that they saw a Native American represented in media, or they mentioned westernthemed shows and movies. After touching on how she feels that often Native Americans are left
out of conversations that discuss minorities, she went on to state how at her most recent
academic conference, those of Native descent had decided to meet up, and that was the first time
she had seen Native Americans be represented at a conference, let alone within the media.
Patricia said, "I just feel like media, in general, doesn't really show a whole lot of Native
American people."
Some participants also touched on the fact that they tended to prefer different characters
than their friends or consistently liked the minority character on a show more than that of their
White counterparts. Although some participants preferred the minority group characters, it's
notable that none of them specifically said that they related with their character just because they
were a minority group member, often shaking it off as an odd coincidence unrelated to their
Native heritage. Quinn discussed her childhood Character preferences by stating:
My favorite character would be the one that wasn't white. Like, I liked the Yellow
Ranger, who was Asian American. And there were a couple of shows like that were like
the one that was like the oddball because everybody was white.
Overall, besides identifying that there was a lack of Native Americans in popular media,
participants did not discuss how they felt media affected them beyond its capabilities.
Participants viewed media both as a tool and as something that could be harmful to those who
consume it. For many, media is how we get our information and stay up to date as to what's
happening in the world around us.
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Theorizing Native Women’s Identity
Standpoint Theory
An analysis of participant responses provided insight on the topics of race, culture, and
social class. Many participants acknowledge their Native race, but, in addition to their
indigenous roots, the majority also mentioned their White-passing appearance. Culture was
described much the same way for many participants. They grew up with a combination of White
and Native culture. They also participated much in White culture in terms of dress, food,
holidays, and the traditional Anglo-Saxon religion of Christianity when they were in their
formative years. It’s important to note that many women now have chosen to disassociate from
the church and instead have chosen a more spirituality-driven type of worship that they feel
better aligns with their personal beliefs and echoes their Native heritage. In terms of social class,
the results differed. Some participants were raised in what could be considered upper-middleclass homes, and now, as adults, they are financially stable, partly because of their tribe’s
mineral rights. Other women grew up much less financially stable, often having to make things
work in terms of hand-me-down clothes and school lunches even when they weren't the biggest
fans of them. It also wasn't uncommon for participants to reference the poverty that their parents
and grandparents faced. This acknowledgement of generational poverty and oftentimes upward
mobility was done through acknowledging how, although they were not rich, they had believed
that they were far better off than their family members were 50 to 100 years ago.
Race
The theme of race not only gave insight into how Native American women describe their
racial background but also allowed women to share the confusion that comes with having a
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biracial or multiracial heritage, often appearing as one single race. Patricia, a university
Instructor at a Historically Black university, often must explain to her mostly Black students why
she has chosen to instruct at their university, and not one that has mostly White students. This
has led her to begin to introduce herself as a Native American woman when she first begins class
on the first day of the semester. She explained that after she introduces herself this way, her
students don't typically question why she has chosen to teach at an HBCU. However, she
discussed how, if she were to instruct at a traditional White-dominant University, it is much
more likely that she would have to explain her heritage as many would just see her as White.
After discussing why she chose to instruct at an HBCU, she chatted about what race meant to
her, as someone who is not only biracial but also studies race relations. At one point, she simply
stated, “Challenging race is very hard as race takes place in this binary setting.”
By describing race as binary, Patricia gave an insight into her often-internal push and pull
between being a White-passing individual living in a White, dominant world while also knowing
about her Native heritage and acknowledging that through her Native American community. It
was clear that Patricia viewed race as something that was not a Black-and-White dichotomy. We
then began discussing what it means to be a White-passing individual who knows that they're not
fully White. Patricia describes how she chooses to acknowledge her Native race but is never too
open about it to those whom she does not know well. Her reluctance can likely be attributed to
the secrecy that her father placed around her and her siblings being Native. By selectively
choosing who she discloses her racial identity to, Patricia is more willing to share her identity
when it is necessary, such as when she feels that it would give context into who she is. On the
contrary, she does not disclose it when she does not seek said context, creating a two-way pattern
of not hiding her race while also not fully disclosing it and then going on to share it.
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I don't think I ever try to fully present myself as White. I think my students understand
where I come from because I introduced myself that way. So, I would say I make it very
visible right away, you know, who I am and where I come from. But aside from that, I
don't really say anything more about it unless somebody asks a question. I would say in
the community as well when I'm out in public--I live in the Auburn area, which is a
college town--there's some diversity, but it's also rural Alabama. It's a lot of White
students at Auburn. I wouldn't necessarily disclose that if I were to teach at Auburn, I
wouldn't be in a classroom and say or have to feel like I have to justify my race in front
of my students. If I worked at Auburn, I would introduce myself like, “Hi, I'm Dr.
Patricia, and you could call me Patricia. I come from the Lakota Cherokee tribe out of
Alabama.” I would not present myself in that way like I do to my HBCU students. Now
that I think about it, why do I have to justify this? But there's a part of me that feels like I
have to in order to obtain comfortability with me and understanding that I have this sort
of displacement in some way.
Mary stated that when she was a child, she was not allowed to discuss her Native racial
background due to her parents many warnings of what may happen if she did, including the
threat of being discriminated against because of her race. She feared getting her family into a lot
of social trouble as well as her parents into possible legal trouble because the parents were the
first of each of their families to be labeled as White on their birth certificate. As her parents were
legally White, they listed White on their own children's documents, including Mary’s. Due to the
legal identification, Mary identified as White for most of her life, but, within the last two
decades, she has just begun reclaiming her Native American heritage and embracing her biracial
background rather than fearing it. When asked about why she chose to hide her race much longer
than was legally necessary, she stated, “I was so scared that being open about my race would
come back to hurt me. My parents always stated that we needed to be secretive about it for our
own safety, and if we were not, our lives would change drastically, and I didn't want that.”
Racial identity also became more complicated when indigenous peoples almost passed as
White, but not quite, many people began accusing Native Americans of being Colored or Black.
Carla, who is the daughter of a full-blooded Upper Mattaponi Native father and a White mother,
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elaborated on this experience by discussing the confusion that came with it as well as how, when
she described her heritage, it was much different than how her peers and friends did so.
It definitely made me question who I was and some of my decisions. It impacted some of
my confidence with certain things. I would hear, “You're too dark to really be White, and
you're too light to really be Native.” I would question, well, what do I do? Do I just
ignore it? For a long time? I just ignored the Native part of it. I really didn't talk about it
that much.
This choice to ignore her Native background racially and culturally caused Carla a lot of
confusion. Although Carla often spent time visiting her fully Native grandparents, she chose to
ignore her racial identity out of convenience. By feeling as if she wasn’t enough of either one –
White or Native -- and hearing it from others, Carla made a choice to only acknowledge the more
accepted racial background, which was White. Sasha spoke about other ways her physical
appearance showed her Nativeness outwardly. She spoke about how hard it was to have
predominant features such as high cheekbones and a larger-than-average nose when compared to
her White peers. She often wanted more subtle features, and she even tried to do her makeup in
the same way that other people would, often becoming frustrated when it did not look the same
way on her as it did others. In discussing this, she shared:
I really did like my features for a very long time throughout like high school, I was like. I
don't look like you. I don't feel like I look like you. I remember I felt like I was an ugly
White girl. I would just sit there and think, I don't have the super small nose. I was
always contouring my nose. I also wanted to have my cheekbones redacted because I felt
like it took up too much of my face. I felt that they were so big, they're too big. There was
always just this emphasis of, I'm not White enough, but my skin's White. But I'm also not
Native enough. And then everyone's discrediting when I try to talk about my experience.
Culture
Culture affects how many see the world around them, as well as how they act. Since
many Native American women are multicultural, some families or communities preserve certain
aspects of each culture they're a part of and blend the two to create their own unique third
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culture, one that rests somewhere between the two mainstream cultures. By encouraging Native
American women to discuss their culture as well as their traditions within their families and
communities’, insight was gained into what the Native American female experience is like, as
well as how it may affect Native American women in terms of their self-perception.
For some Native American Women, culture changes as they age. This change is often the
case for women who do not know or are not connected with their Native American heritage prior
to adulthood. In this case, it is most likely that the woman will fully accept her mainstream or
White background as her only background, fully embracing it and acting in accordance with the
social norms in place. Carla, who was not involved with her tribal community until her middleaged years, expressed what her culture was like when she was a child: “Although I'm Native
American, I had a whole lot of White and Caucasian influence in my life, so I wasn't really
versed on a lot of Native American traditions or my heritage and culture.”
An interesting aspect of Carla’s lack of knowledge around Native history and tradition
was that her father was a full-blooded Native American man, and Carla was aware of this
throughout her childhood. Her parents never chose to partake in any cultural events in terms of
Carla's father's Native heritage. Instead, they partook in her White mother’s traditions. The
choice to ignore Native traditions could be due to multiple things, including but not limited to the
commonality that White culture had at the time of Carla’s formative years, her father's poor
experiences being raised as a Native American, or the decision that having one culture was much
easier to explain to others than it was to explain how the family had multiple cultures.
For other Native women, a blended culture seems normal as it was all they knew. Iris
gave insight into how, even in knowing dominant culture from the very beginning of one’s life,
often when one lives in White, dominant culture, one adopts many White cultural elements. Even
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though Iris grew up traveling back to her home reservation with her grandparents every summer
until she was in her late teens, she participated in many White, American teen norms such as
attending public school, watching mainstream television, and celebrating White, mainstream
holidays. However, she also discussed many culturally Native things, like how many stories were
shared orally by her grandparents. Many of them sounded like legend or lore, but all had the
common thread of distrust of those outside of their tribal community. When asked about how she
identified with her Native culture, Iris told a short narrative about how she slowly discovered it:
The second I was born, I was put on the roll. I was tracked, which, I wasn't told I was
being tracked for some time, but that never made me feel good. I mean, I have a lot of
animosity towards the American government for tracking us and knowing exactly where
we are because we're all divided into these allotments or head rights. So, on the back of
my American government card is my allotment number that I'm under. That was given to
me when I was born. My grandparents always did a really nice job of taking me back to
the reservation and being involved in telling me the stories, these crazy stories, that
money was buried on the property, obviously, the murders. Ever since I was a kid, we
were always very open, but there was also a great mistrust towards people from the
outside. I grew up on the outside, but my grandfather definitely did not trust the people
on the outside, the ones that came in that weren’t part of the community. It made me hold
my Native culture closer and maybe not be so open about it.
Sasha, a current university student, had a similar experience when it came to being
connected with her tribe often, she would go visit her grandmother in the summers on her tribal
land; however, she herself has never fully lived there, having grown up in a White-dominant
suburb of Chicago. Since her grandmother's death, her family has not taken the time to visit the
reservation as often as they had previously, and, as a result, she has not seen some of her friends
in person for the last few years.
I have a lot of indigenous friends through either social media or just from my reservation
because we would go like when I was a kid about once a summer because my grandma
lived down there. We would always go and visit, but after she passed away, we haven't
really gone in a while since then.
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Much like Carla and unlike Iris and Sasha, Kathy did not grow up acknowledging her
Native culture or heritage. Her mother had remarried her stepfather, who then adopted her, and,
from there on, they were a very typical, White, Christian family. Kathy’s parents limited her and
her sister’s television time and phone time along with choosing not to discuss her Native
heritage. However, Kathy's grandmother always spoke about their Native heritage as well as her
own family. Kathy’s grandmother mentioned two things that really stuck with her throughout her
life and even led to Kathy authoring and publishing a book about her grandmother and their
family story. In these stories, Kathy’s grandmother would describe a curse that she believed that
gypsies left on Kathy’s family because of them refusing to trade with them when they traveled
through their area. In addition to this, Kathy’s grandmother often spoke about how the
community that she was raised in rallied around her family even when crisis struck, including a
house and both of Kathy's great grandparents being struck by lightning – only her greatgrandfather surviving. The community that Kathy’s grandmother was referring to in the stories is
called White Oak, and it's a section of Stafford County, Virginia, in which many members of the
Patawomeck tribe reside. Although it cannot be confirmed that every person who helped Kathy’s
family was of Native descent, it is likely that many of them would be if genealogical records
were analyzed. Many descendants of these helpful community members are now tribal members
themselves. After sharing this, Kathy shared her view on a community that her grandmother
described as well as the way that she views the community of White Oak now:
What I learned from my grandma is that everybody there was kind to one another and
helped one another, and believed in it. They didn’t do it because they thought it was a
charity case or anything like that. I feel like people are very much involved with the land
and nature. They’re more like a natural-living lifestyle type of people, instead of
artificial. And I feel like they’re a very determined group of people. I feel like they like
what, what is it going to take? This is what it takes.
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Although Kathy’s story is not directly about her Native heritage, it is simply the only clue
that she has beyond recorded texts and documents of what her Native background really means
in terms of her family and lineage. Much like Iris’ family, she also discussed how her family and
the overall community at the time of her grandmother’s childhood did not trust outsiders, leading
to a lack of trade with them and because of a so-called curse.
Spirituality and Nature
Spirituality and connectedness to Nature were also a key aspect that many Native women
spoke about. Rather than being religious, many Native women spoke about feeling more
connected to nature and being more spiritual, or a about feeling both spiritually connected to
nature and religious. All participants stated that when they decided to embrace their Native
American culture, many of their actions made much more sense. For instance, Beth discussed
feeling connected with nature and often animals throughout her life. She gave insight into how
validating it was to realize how her Native history could be contributing to her love of the
outdoors and the calmness she felt when she was able to be outside. “Knowing my Native culture
has helped me feel more grounded and a little more spiritual, as well as connected with nature.”
Along with her belief in many spiritual things, such as an afterlife, Kathy discussed her feelings
towards her Native culture in the same way that Beth did. She mentioned often going out and
digging to find garnets simply for enjoyment and the feelings of peace and relaxation that it gave
her. In addition to her passion for the outdoors, she discussed how, once she discovered her
Native heritage, her concerns with the earth's health and interesting ability made much more
sense. Kathy then told a story about living off of buffalos like many Native Americans did for
hundreds of years but also understanding, there is a fine line between taking enough to survive
and taking too much.
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I appreciate going outside. There's a creek that is in Mineral, Virginia, that I like to go to.
It’s really ridiculous. We go park under a bridge, and there's this place in the creek where
you can dig up garnets. I just like to go get down in the creek in the mud, dig up garnets. I
feel much more connected to the earth. I think a lot of Native American people are. I also
go mushroom hunting; we go out and pick chanterelles when they're in season. I feel like
understanding that I am Native American has helped me connect more to that natureloving side of myself and want to protect the Earth. I see a lot of things go wrong with
our earth that are really upsetting to me.
Patricia discussed how her Native heritage has led her to become more spiritual rather
than her traditional Catholic background. She also cited how frustrating it is when others attempt
to impose their religion on her, acting as if spirituality isn't enough even though many of her
Native American ancestors practiced it for hundreds of years. Elaborating on her spirituality,
Patricia discussed that the reason she identifies so strongly with it is because she feels connected
to the earth and agrees with the concepts of mindfulness and being present. She said that she
doesn't situate herself with a particular religion and attributed the confusion and backlash that
she receives to the fact that she lives in Alabama, a state in which many people are members of a
Christian faith: “I don't situate myself within a particular religion. I identify with the Native
American spirituality and, more like earth, the things that surround our cultural heritage, which is
understanding of the things around you and mindfulness and presence.”
Spirituality and connectedness to nature were things that many Native women mentioned
and things by which they define themselves after reflecting upon their Native heritage a bit.
Quinn, a member of the Patawomeck tribe in Virginia, also spoke about spirituality and a feeling
of connectedness to nature and animals. She identified this across her family, not only in herself,
which gave her another tie to family members, both in close relatives and ancestors. “I am
always more aware of nature and animals and plant life. I pay more attention to things like that,
and some other people do, and it really drives my sense of community and family.”
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Alice, a member of the Klamath tribe and an Oregon Native, elaborated on how her
spirituality defined so much more than her connectedness with nature. She discussed how
different her life would be if she did not feel these connections, including how her choices would
be greatly affected as well.
My spirituality really directs the way that I live my life. And if I didn't have that, if I
didn't have my connection to the land, and to my people—even just believing that
everything has a spirit and a life, from a rock to a tree—if I didn't have those deeply held
beliefs, I would run my life in a different way, would treat myself differently. I would
treat other people differently. My work is service-oriented to my people; I wouldn't do
that. I wouldn't be as kind to myself and the earth. I think my life would be absolutely
different.
Although spirituality/nature was an emergent theme, it is evident that Native women feel
a great pull to the earth, and that pull affects many aspects of themselves. Spirituality and a
connectedness to Nature may allow Native women to feel connected to something when they
often do not feel that way to other groups around them.
Social Class
Social class was more of a taboo topic among participants than expected. Social class
displayed how Native American women are treated by the dominant White Majority as
subordinate due to their skin color or family financial success. As many Natives did not disclose
their Native heritage, only one participant was raised on their reservation. Social class was
alluded to by participants much more often than it was blatantly stated by them. Although the
social class is not directly linked to financial stability, Patricia discussed how careful she and her
siblings were in terms of alcohol consumption due to her father's warnings about the known
stereotypes of Native Americans being alcoholics. She discussed her fear of being falsely labeled
an alcoholic or becoming one by elaborating on how this affected her when she began drinking
as well as now when she chooses to consume alcohol.
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My dad told me years ago that a lot of Native Americans tend to be alcoholics. He told
me and my two sisters from when we were little to be careful with alcohol because he
lost his dad, my grandpa, to lung cancer and then also alcoholic cirrhosis. So that was
something he said ran in the family, and just to be cognizant of that, because we are
Native American. I'm always hesitant to present myself in that way because I always
think that people affiliate Native Americans with having an alcohol or substance abuse
problem. I'm very careful about that. My sisters and I were more aware of really paying
attention to how much we were drinking. What we are drinking, how often we drink, and
then making sure that people who know our background don't maybe see us drink as
often and even going so far to say, I'm not really a drinker. As well as emphasizing that
even to physicians.
Carla did not directly reference what troubles her Native family members went through;
however, she did make it a point to discuss that her father's life as a full-blooded Native
American in the Upper Mattaponi tribe was often very hard. She even attributed the reasons why
he did not wish to be connected with his tribal heritage to these hardships. She stated:
My father had a really hard childhood, him and his siblings. So, when they got old
enough and got out on their own, they were not involved in the Native community. They
thought, “Okay, I'm out, I'm not turning back.”
Kathy echoed this experience of hearing about the hardships that her family members
faced yet never hearing too many details beyond the big events that likely caused them to reject
their tribal ways due to hardships. Kathy’s family, which was known to be unlucky, had many
hardships, and she discussed them in a way that showed how the family had decided to keep
quiet about them so as not to have to relive the pain that they experienced. She also discussed
how, because of these tragic events faced by her family, many people viewed them as unlucky
and even less financially and socially upstanding, often having to resort to help from community
members when they fell upon hard times.
There is an actual Free Lance-Star, the old newspaper, about some of the events that
happened in my family. I know how the family was viewed. And I also know this
because we were labeled as downtrodden. That was the term that's actually used in the
newspaper article that term because it was just like event after event after event of bad
things happening to them.
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Social Identity Theory
As social identity allows people to define their place in society, Native American women
within the study had the opportunity to do just that. Participants reflected upon times when they
felt as if they were not a part of a larger group or were less desirable due to their heritage. As
Native American women reflected on these experiences, many chose to tell stories or explain
things that commonly happened to them that they felt were triggering or upsetting.
In-group vs. Out-group
When asked to describe themselves, participants typically did not define themselves by
their Nativeness, and if they did, this was not the first statement that they used to illustrate who
they were. It appeared that participants described themselves by what was safe and noncontroversial. Many women chose to cite their job, their academic area of study, or a defining
characteristic that they had, such as their strength or their Nativeness. Some participants
discussed how they felt if they mentioned their Nativeness during an introduction, they would be
questioned on multiple things, including one thing mentioned by almost every participant, “What
percent are you?”
Carla reflected on what it felt like to be questioned by the dominant, White majority on
just how much of a member she was of the outgroup. She often had to disclose how Native she
was just to appease them. She discussed these experiences by stating: “It's like that question of
when you tell somebody you're Native, and they're like, oh, what percentage are you?”
Belonging and Social Competition
Native Americans specifically have an interesting challenge when it comes to expressing
who they are to others, often being asked to prove their Nativeness. Traditionally, during times
of social competition group members will become socially competitive with out-groups to
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attempt to make their in-group positively distinctive (Tajfel & Turner, 2001). One participant
who is employed by a historically Black college elaborated on how exactly she had been asked to
prove her heritage “When my students would see me come in the classroom for the first time, the
first questions that I would get, and I still get all the time, even though I'm in my third year, why
are you here?” In explaining her in-group status as a minority group member, she made herself
socially competitive with the out-group. The need to explain her reasonings for her choice in a
university specifically added another element of curiosity in how Native Americans are supposed
to prove their heritage. Other participants expressed that they were not even given the option to
fully prove their Nativeness; instead, they were simply told that there was no way that they were
Native “enough” to do certain things or claim that part of themselves. One participant described
how her own non-Native family members expressed this to her when she began attempting to
adopt a child from her tribal lands. Although she did not ever fully reside on the tribal lands, she
returned to them each summer with her grandparents and therefore had deep ties to her home
reservation. This not only resulted in her wanting to create a deeper tie to her reservation, but it
also allowed a child a better life as a member of her family while also acknowledging the child's
heritage--something that she did not always have. She described the experience to me in this
way:
Even some of my own family members who are not on the Native side, they'll be
like, “Oh, they're not going to give you a baby. You're not, you know, you're not Native
enough.” And I'm like, “It's not like that. You're either a member, or you're not a
member. You either have a bloodline, or you don't.”
Speaking on the same topic, another participant illustrated how many non-Natives think
that Native American heritage should be “proven”: by blood quantum. She then discussed how
this became a sort of weighing of how indigenous someone is in comparison to that of how much
they are of any other culture or heritage, especially in comparison to that of the initial colonizing
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countries of North America: As one participant stated, “There's this measuring how
Indigenous you are.”
When it comes to blood quantum. specifically. Mary was knowledgeable about exactly
how measuring Nativeness through blood quantum began in the state of Virginia and shared how
her own generation and generations before her were forced to choose the ability to claim their
heritage or the ability to have access to better opportunities. This lack of acknowledgment of
their Native heritage by many was enabled by claiming they were not Native but instead White.
This led to what she appropriately described as a “paper genocide of Native Americans in the
state of Virginia”:
Well, the beginning. When the Virginia Department of Vital Statistics was created in
1912, the first Registrar, Dr. Walter Plecker, a eugenics movement supporter in the
United States, began recording births according to race. The standard was set that if a
person had one drop of blood other than White, their birth certificate was labeled colored.
There were only two options, Colored and White. It became so serious that Doctors and
Midwives were threatened to be punished if they labeled a birth certificate anything other
than W or C.
The forced choice of heritage or fair treatment may have caused many Native American
families not only to disregard their heritage but also to hide it, like Mary’s family did.
Self-Categorization Theory
Self-Categorization Theory worked well to guide the analysis of my participants' views in
regard to the aspects that made up their personality and how they viewed these things in terms of
their own social value and desirability. Self-categorization theory was important when
attempting to determine why Native American women felt the way they did in terms of their own
social equality. Aspects of self-categorization theory give insight into why Native American
women see themselves in the way that they do, which in turn could affect their actions on a dayto-day basis.
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Personality/individualism
Many Native women have begun to embrace their differences in contrast to the dominant
White culture. An intersection is found among these women’s cultures that has been created and
blended because of White and Native cultural influences.
Carla revealed that she personally feels that she sees herself as stronger than many other
women that she knows. When asked to describe who she is, her strength was the first thing that
she stated, which showed that not only was her strength something that she was exceptionally
proud of, but also something that she often defined herself by: “I think if I really retrospect on
me and my life, I would say I am a woman who has overcome a lot of challenges and obstacles
to get to where I am now.” This strength is reflective of many Native American women’s
experiences and what they believe in, including Jenna’s advocacy work often working against
policies created by large governments and corporations. Even though Jenna could capitalize from
many opportunities financially, she has chosen to remain strong in her decision to be motivated
by change rather than income, no matter the cost. Although she did not actively discuss her
strength in herself and her beliefs, it was apparent when she stated:
I am not going to come in and assemble a board for you and walk away; that's not going
to be it because that is disrespectful for the indigenous people that I contact to partner
with you. I'm not going to do it. But if you're willing to make the change, if you're
honestly and earnestly willing to do the work, then perhaps we can do something
meaningful together. But I am not interested in making money off of ticked boxes.
In contrast to describing themselves through their beliefs or what they believe about
themselves, other participants described themselves in more concrete and general terms. Patricia
did so when she shared what made her herself:
I am married. And I am 34 years old. And I am originally from Michigan and moved to
Florida and lived there for the majority of my life after I turned 18. And then, I moved to
Alabama, and I worked as a professor. I'm a doctor in communication studies, with an emphasis
on health and interpersonal communication.
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When asked why she chose the terms that she did, Patricia acknowledged the reason we
were talking was because she was a Native American woman, and she was eligible to participate
in my study. She did this by simply following up on her descriptive answer by stating: “Yeah,
they're unrelated to anything that has to do with race.” Iris had a very similar approach when she
gave a laundry list, which was effective not only to show who she was but also to establish that
she was a qualified professional:
I am an associate professor at a university and Chair of the IRB there. Now, I'm not sure
if that's positive or negative. I am the director of the terror management lab. It's
interdisciplinary. So, my appointment is actually in the School of Communication
Studies. But I sometimes teach in the Department of Psychology. I have a graduate
student in the Department of Graduate Psychology, some kind of split in between a lot of
places. But the people that pay my bills are the communication department. I am from
Overland Park, Kansas. I grew up outside Kansas City. But I was born in Wichita,
Kansas, and then my family grew up on my Indian Reservation in Oklahoma, which is
the Osage Tribe. I spent a fair amount of summers out there. I don't know if you want to
know my research area. I study death.
Iris’ identity wed her culture to her personal choices, including her area of academic
study. To her, her culture and heritage are just as much a part of who she is. Through the
individual area that she studies, as well as the research content that she works to improve, Iris
gains knowledge and provides insight into ethical research methods. Her particular research area,
as well as the way that she discussed it, gave the impression that Iris somehow associated her
tribal heritage with where she is in life currently and the path that she chose to take, despite her
not stating this directly.
Some Native American women that participated in my study viewed their Native heritage
as something that they had to defend or define themselves by. When Beth was asked who she
was, she explained that she's recently discovered her tribal heritage and elaborated a little bit on
her journey of learning who she is after being raised White. After hearing rumors that she was of
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Native descent, more specifically Cherokee, she took to the Internet to attempt to figure out
exactly what tribal relation she was or whether her family lore was even true. Although it was
hard to find proof of her heritage, Beth found out she was Chereonhaka-Nottoway, a staterecognized tribe in Virginia. Although she could never fully authenticate her family legend that
she was a descendant of the Cherokee tribe, she found a community in her ChereonhakaNottoway even though she is states away in Florida. She keeps in touch mainly via Facebook and
managed to connect with family members she did not know she had, including multiple second
and third cousins. When discussing why she searched to better understand her Native heritage,
she said she felt more connected to nature and to her childhood home along the Virginia and
North Carolina border. Being Native made her feel as though she was a part of something
special, along with feeling more grounded overall.
It makes me feel more grounded. It explains why I’ve always leaned more towards
spirituality and connectedness with nature. I was able to explain a lot of things about
myself when learning about my Native culture, and now I'm able to teach others about it,
too, Native or not. I also used to feel just regular; now, I feel a bit more special with the
history that I know.
Beth illustrates how being Native can mean so much more than just the frustrations that
come along with it. To Beth, and possibly many other Native American women, knowing their
heritage has allowed them to understand a part of their story that, for many Native people, has
been erased and replaced with a Whitewashed version of the events that truly happened. This
whitewashing of history led Beth to feel as if she didn't truly know every part of herself, which,
in turn, led her to question who she was.
Group cohesion/group polarization
Asking my participants to describe themselves also provided insight into how they chose
to categorize themselves. By having them describe who they were, they were able to share what
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groups they saw themselves as a part of, including familial groups, tribal communities,
occupational groups, and academic disciplines, among other things. As self-categorization theory
places emphasis on what groups a person considers themselves a part of and which they don’t,
participants shared about what groups where they felt comfortable. They were also able to
discuss groups in which they felt uncomfortable.
In her professional life, Patricia stated that she often felt closer to a fellow Native White
passing woman than she did her other minority group co-workers. Patricia went so far as to state
that she was more bonded to this person, citing age as well as race. She also chose to identify
herself as White in this moment rather than Native American, as she did for much of the
interview. She described her relationship with another individual who was close to her age;
however, that individual is Black. Patricia described how it's not her co-worker’s racial
backgrounds that she believed makes her feel close to them. It is, in fact, the way that they act in
terms of culture. As both Patricia and the other person act very much in accordance with White
culture, Patricia, someone raised in White culture, feels as though she is more easily a part of
their group due to social norms. Patricia provided more details on this relationship by saying:
I do work with a couple of White professors. The person who I find myself most bonded
to is a White woman because she is a younger faculty member who is closer in age with
me. So that makes sense that we would kind of connect in that way, but she's also White.
And so having that, I don't know, I feel a sense of trustworthiness with her. But I'll also
say, one of the other interesting things that I found, I'm very close with a colleague of
mine who 's a Black woman, but she and I just went to a conference together and we
roomed together, and she presents herself in a White way. I think that that's also an
interesting dynamic too. I would say that we like to think about diversity, but sometimes
we find ourselves just naturally connected to people who are similar to us in our
background.
Although she chose to present herself as White when it came to often associating with coworkers and acquaintances, Patricia also provided a great example of how White-passing Native
American women navigate the world. Native American White-passing women often switch
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between identifying as White or Native depending upon the situation and may even do so based
upon their yearning for group acceptance, which may change throughout the Woman's life,
career, or day. Patricia illustrated how quickly she could change. For example, during our
interview, she spoke of her identification as White when it came to her relationships with her coworkers, but when it came to her neighbors she stated that she did not feel the same as them in
terms of race despite the fact that visually both she and her neighbors could be considered White.
When asked if she has ever chosen to identify solely as White for any reason including convince
or comfortability, she replied:
I don't think I ever try to fully present myself as White. My students understand where I
come from because I introduced myself that way. I would say I make it very visible right
away who I am and where I come from. But aside from that, I don't really say anything
more about it unless somebody asks a question.
Iris discussed her frustration that even in efforts to increase diversity, equity, and
inclusion among minority group members, Native Americans are often forgotten. She mentioned
the lack of Native peoples on D.E.I advertisements as well a lack of Native American voices. Iris
described how her experience was much different from that of a typical minority group
employee. This lack of Native American representation reflected Iris’ observation that
indigenous groups are not a part of the targeted diversity groups that her university seeks to
promote and improve relations with. She notes that there has been one recent mention of the
university’s grounds being on ancestral land by two students. The university has since shared the
information but requalified this by elaborating on how this is the first mention of Native heritage
that the university has chosen to make. This relates especially in comparison to the thousands of
statements that the university has made about other racial and cultural minority groups.
As with most universities, we're really interested in D.E.I., but of all of the BIPOC
faculty and students, Indigenous folks are not part of that targeted group. So, it's superinteresting to watch. Two Indigenous students that we have at our university did a
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photoshoot for something the other day and posted it, and that is literally the only thing
that has been shared in terms of Indigenous community members besides having
statements about the fact that we’re on ancestral land. From my perspective, if you don't
see it, then it doesn't count.
In this situation, Iris almost did not have control of whether a minority group was or was
not represented or supported by her university community. She is often forced to be seen as
White by many of her fellow community members as Native Americans do not have visibility on
campus. It is unlikely that many will even consider her heritage being anything other than White,
the racial majority at her institution.
Alice, a woman who was raised between her tribal Klamath reservation and White
communities across the west coast, noted a night-and-day difference in feeling between herself
and her collogues in her doctoral program. Alice also discussed how she felt when it came to
being romantically involved with non-Natives.
I'm all about a deeper connection and understanding, and I remember I went on a date
with a White guy three years ago, and it was Mars and Venus, totally separate. Just like
my collogues here, totally living on different planets. I got a partner who is a Klamath
Tribal member, and our shared experiences are amazing. My best friend is a Klamath
Tribal member, and in academia, we just click so easy.
Duality
Patricia, a White-passing participant, discussed how she did not always disclose her
Native heritage when she was in a group composed of White members. Patricia discussed how
she didn’t have many friends to talk about her heritage; however, she did discuss how she would
likely react if she did:
If I were to make a friend around here, it would have to be very selective choice for me at
this point because I don't know how trustworthy [sic] I am of the people here as I was
when I was in Tampa, because it's just not as liberal. And I feel like a lot of the things
that I believe don't align with the majority of people who live in the area.
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This lack of trust is reminiscent of the lack of trust many Natives felt towards White
Americans since colonialism began. When discussing the history of Virginia’s colorist birth
certificates allowing only two options, “White,” or W, and “Colored,” or C, Mary stated: “And
this is what caused my Virginia family to not talk about their Native heritage.”
As discussed above, Natives were forced to erase or ignore part of their history to be
treated as full citizens. Iris shared that she would mention her culture if she was asked. However,
she qualified that by discussing that recently a film had been made about her tribe, and she did
not love how people began to prod her asking questions about her heritage afterward:
If someone asks me, I say I'm indigenous as a member of the Dakota-Cherokee, and
everyone is interestingly starting to know about our nation because we had a movie
made, and then a celebrity just did a thing on our group, which is really uncomfortable, I
think, for all of us that we are very private. We don't want a ton of people knowing about
us, we want people knowing about the history and all the horrible things that happened
with the murders and stuff. But we don't need people knowing that we have all these
mineral rights and things like that.
Here Iris’ distrust in the White community is reflective of what other participants stated,
that they’re private about who they are, although the desire and sometimes even need for privacy
among Native Americans has forced them to be a part of fewer groups than their White
counterparts may have been a part of.
Jenna was a bit more outright about her heritage. However, that may be because she
works in a space in which sensitivity to diversity is essential. Jenna does rhetorical policy
analysis to identify toxic power structures, also referred to as colonized structures, in policies of
corporations, governments, school districts, and anyone else who seeks her assistance. When she
was asked if she is open about her heritage, she was blunt and direct: “I'm very straightforward
with people. I tell them, I'm Chickasaw and Choctaw by birth by blood.”
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Jenna treated our conversation much less like a question-and-answer session and more
like a conversation. This allowed for the conversation itself to feel much more comfortable and
less tense. One thing that stood out to me about Jenna was when she discussed the dynamics that
she had with her university-level students. She said: “My students used to call me Mamma
Bear.”
Jenna’s tone and attitude throughout the interview alluded to a feeling of trust among
students and teacher, a sort of relationship that was not seen between my other participants.
Jenna unapologetically claimed her Nativeness. This is not to say that other participants didn’t,
but Jenna appeared to be less cautious in terms of how she approached discussing her Native
heritage. Jenna’s candidness may be one of the reasons why she was able to build trust with her
students and other non-Native peoples in a way that some participants did not appear to be able
to do. In addition to this, as identifying as a strong yet often gentle and harmless bear, Jenna
showed a part of her Nativeness through her connection with nature and animals. She displayed a
commonly held belief that Native American women are exceptionally strong and acknowledged
how, despite this, Native American women are also often treated unfairly and put down for their
Native heritage.
Power
In addition to how participants decided to describe their Native heritage to those outside
of their Native community, they also tended to feel as though they needed to prove their worth.
Moreover, participants appeared to make sure that other group members knew that they deserved
to be there, whether it be in terms of status, professionalism, or knowledge. This
acknowledgement that they were worthy of being a part of the space that they are in was done
through establishing their power in scenarios, by reiterating qualifications, and by fighting when
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they believed they were treated unfairly. When discussing the team of fellow researchers and
instructors that she works with daily, Iris stated:
At my university, there are people in the psychology department that do not buy that I am
a psychologist. And I constantly feel like I have to add things in there. Like no, I actually
do know what I'm doing.
This showed not only that people had treated Iris as if she was not a truly educated
researcher, but they had done so multiple times. Iris was underestimated as a researcher so much
that she felt the need to justify her competence in the workplace. Iris discussed how she is often
treated differently and unfairly in comparison to that of her fellow researchers. She shared a
current experience that related to a generational trauma that many Native Americans in the U.S.
have:
I’ve been doing a lot of work recently on a project with a graduate student, and now, just
as we are wrapping up, it’s been established that I’m no longer going to be working on it.
As this project is essentially completed beyond a few small things, I will receive no credit
while the new person who is assigned to it will. I did all of the work while a White man is
getting all the credit. When it happened, I thought back to my ancestors, who had their
money had to be managed by White people, and that triggered me.
Other participants discussed how they had been harmed by other expressions of their
incapability. Participants illustrated how these feelings of competition could even harm Natives’
relationships with other Natives. Jenna shared an example of this by sharing a story about her
two local women, both advocates for the Native American community in her area. Although their
being advocates should mean that these women would likely choose to come together to act as a
united force for change, it in, fact, has not:
There is a lot of lateral violence between Indigenous women, and again, [this has] taught
to them by the colonizing culture, this idea that the pieces of the pie are limited. The
respect that we can give you as an indigenous woman is limited. Therefore, you must
defend that position against other indigenous women who may rather share the spotlight
rather than share the circle, that is, what the colonizing structure has established. Well,
we're only going to give this grant to one indigenous woman. You guys fight it out, figure
it out. And it becomes exactly that. We have indigenous organizations here in town.
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There's one, and then not three blocks away, there's another one. These two organizations
are run by women who will have nothing to do with each other.
The forced divide for resources amongst Native women is exceptionally harmful as, for
many groups, the places where Native Americans can communicate and congregate with one
another should be some of the safest feeling places for Indigenous tribal members. These groups
act as a place in which Native women can be fully themselves and not have to worry about
explaining their race or justifying how “much” Native American they are. Such invasive
questions lead them to have to answer questions they are often uncomfortable with. The
questions are sometimes even downright jaw-dropping, such as “Do you all still live in teepees?”
The teepee question was asked to Iris when she was interviewing for her Ph.D. candidacy at
universities. Living in teepees is often still affiliated with Native Americans, despite the fact that
the assumption is extremely outdated. Iris shared this as an example of how claiming her Native
heritage could negatively affect her academically. When she disclosed her heritage on her
application, she realized it might change how she was seen by the admissions committee.
However, she did not expect to be asked whether she grew up in a teepee. She chose to answer
sarcastically, “Yeah, because we’ve been living in teepees for years.”
After this experience, she chose not to attend that University and to look elsewhere, to
find a university where she was able to feel like a part of a group, not some sort of previously
ostracized exhibit in a human zoo turned academic. The tone of her voice as she explained this to
me illustrated her frustrations as she was used to explaining her heritage and culture to someone
who was essentially viewing it as a Disney movie. These misconceptions are still common today
and further divide Native women from mainstream majority groups, causing them to feel
perpetually isolated.
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Conclusion
Through my conversations many women were able to share their life experiences and what
they believe has shaped them. A variety of different Native women shared their stories with me,
from women who were raised on their tribal lands to those who were unaware of their heritage
until adulthood. Overall, all participants were proud of their Native heritage, and, despite the
challenges that it may cause or have caused in the past, they all stated that they would not wish to
change it. In speaking with Native American women from tribal nations reaching the coast of
Virginia to the state of Oregon, I found that many things were different about participants.
However, the one tie that they all shared was a Native heritage. Regardless of tribe or location, all
these women were attempting to negotiate what it was to be Native in a White-dominant world.
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION
The present study gave insight into how Native American women discuss their selfperceptions and allowed them to share their stories through oral history regarding a variety of
themes (culture, spirituality in nature, in-group vs, out-group, belonging and social competition,
personality/individualism, group cohesion/group polarization, duality, and power). The guiding
theories of self-categorization theory (Turner, 1999), standpoint theory (Harding, 2020), and
social identity theory (Trepte & Loy, 2017) provided direction for the creation of the semistructured interview protocol used in this study. Within this study, Native American female
participants gave examples of how being Native affected them.
This study demonstrated that many Native American women may feel as though their
culture is different than that of the dominant White majority. Many Native women may also find
that they believe they have a stronger connection to nature and the earth than their peers of nonNative heritage, also citing that often they feel more spiritual in general. Participants also gave
insight into how being a Native American women affected them in group settings, often causing
them to be out-group members (Turner, 1999) with many dominant majority groups but an ingroup member with fellow Natives. The feeling of wanting to belong also affected participants
when it came to social competition as some women chose to go against the dominant majority’s
in-group and positively distinguish their out-group by creating stronger bonds with their Native
American friends and family (Trepte & Loy, 2017). However, this wasn’t always the case, as a
result of wanting to be accepted and seen as a part of the dominant majority’s un-group, some
Native American women may attempt to meld with the dominant white majority creating group
cohesion (Turner, 1999). Although others may embrace their own personality and the collectivist
culture that many Native cultures provide (Trafimow & Smith, 1998), this desire to rely on other
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community members differs greatly from the individualistic culture of modern Americans. Many
participants also spoke about the duality (Turner, 1999) that they feel in their everyday lives,
specifically in reference to walking in two worlds, by being both Native American and a modern
American. Finally, many participants discussed just how deeply being Native American women
affected their views, opinions, and often lived experiences and how they likely feel that they
would not be the same person that they are today if they were not Native (Harding, 2020).
Native Women’s Self-Perceptions and the Media
The first research objective was to allow Native American women to discuss their
perspectives on how their self-perception relates to mass media portrayals of Native women as
well as the popularized U.S. opinions of the ideal woman and how Native created ethnic media
went against these false portrayals (Ramasubramanian et al., 2017). In addition to this, many
participants also spoke about how they felt different in terms of society for many reasons,
including their skin tone. This brought about the discussion of how media often reflect the views
of a dominant culture, which in the case of the United States is White American views and social
norms.
When speaking about themselves, Native American women displayed how social identity
theory (Turner, 1999) allows one to make sense of how they identify with others, both Native
and non-Native, when many participants made it a point to mention certain Native characteristics
that they associated themselves with, such as feeling at peace and nature, as well as noting that
many of their other friends did not agree with them. Through this example, participants were
able to negotiate who they were in conjunction with who they weren't by examining the
relationships that they already had in their lives. Self-categorization theory also helped to explain
the pride that many Native American women felt, proudly discussing their heritage, but also
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explaining how they often participated in more traditionally collectivist activities (Trafimow &
Smith, 1998), such as being active members in their tribal communities.
Self-categorization theory gave insight into how some women associated themselves
within groups. This consisted of describing times in which they felt as if they were a part of a
group and in which they felt that they were clearly not. Many participants spoke about times in
which they felt uncomfortable referencing their Native American heritage and often chose not to
as a result of their discomfort, such as when the topics of alcoholism (Skewes & Blume, 2019)
and stereotypical Native portrayals and false Native were discussed, (Merskin, 2010) particularly
in history courses. Duality was touched on when White-passing participants discussed what it
was like to simultaneously fade in and out of a White dominant world as bi-racial individuals
(Khanna & Johnson, 2010), often phasing out their social norms and traditions as they did so.
This can be attributed to the fact that being Native is not what many depictions of it portray it to
be (Aldred, 2000; Alexie, 2009; Bird, 1999; Dunbar-Ortiz & Gilio-Whitaker, 2016). In terms of
power, many Native women discussed the negative impacts that come along with colonizing
cultures (Bubar, 2013; Primack, 2020). Such impacts included a lack of understanding of
indigenous cultures by the dominant White majority caused feelings of urgency and frustration
for Native Americans.
One potential reason as to why many Native American women stated that they did not
feel that the media affected them could be attributed to the third person effect. The third person
effect states that people tend to perceive that media messages have a greater effect on others than
themselves due to personal biases (Davison, 1983). The third person if it can be seen when
someone is discussing media and decides that they believe they will not be influenced, however,
someone else may be persuaded to believe the media message. As for my Native American
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participants, third person effect could have attributed to the lack of discussion around how they
feel media affects them. As many women discussed how they identified as strong, yet also
discussed how often they felt they had no power or little power in situations. This dichotomy
may have led Native American women to believe that they had to be strong whenever possible,
whether that be to persuasion by the media or another situation. This strength may make Native
American women feel as though they are less likely to be impacted by media messages than
those with more impressionable minds, a belief directly linked to third person affect. The
warnings that Native American women gave about trusting the media may display how they are
attempting to help those who they believe could be more affected by media than they believe
they are.
Cultural Identity and Self-Perception
The second research objective was intended to give insight into how Native American
women negotiated their cultural identities and self-perception both within their in-group culture
and their out-group culture (Trepte & Loy, 2017). Many Native American women spoke about
how they often felt torn between two cultures, often living as both White and Native to varying
degrees depending upon their racial background and their ability to pass for another race
(Khanna & Johnson, 2010). Participants discussed how they often felt closer bonds amongst
those who were Native themselves in comparison to that of their friends who were White or were
of another minority background (Tajfel, 1978).
In this study, social identity theory (Trepte & Loy, 2017) helped me to interpret the
Native American women’s reflections when they discussed where they felt they fit within their
greater community and even the world. By sharing their stories of both triumphs, trauma, and
growth, participants were able to negotiate where they felt their place in the world was. Many of
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the stories shared discussed topics such as cultural norms both in their Native groups (Tajfel,
1978) and outside of them, and physical appearance (Zhang, 2012). Within these reflections,
participants shared memories of explaining and embracing their heritage (Tajfel, 1978). The idea
that Native American people have been taught that there are only so many resources to go around
was a popular touchpoint, and many participants chose to use it as the reasoning behind why
there have been both intra-tribal and inter-tribal conflicts across many indigenous nations within
the United States. Many participants also spoke about how they felt they were not fully accepted
by non-Native American family members due to their heritage. Participants often experienced a
lack of acknowledgment for their Nativeness or strong underestimations of what it meant to be
indigenous.
Self-Perception and Viewpoints of Native American Women
The final research objective was intended to provide context into how a Native American
woman negotiates her self-perception when group membership is discussed. Often, participants
stated that they have the same relationships with those of a Native heritage as they do with those
of other racial and cultural backgrounds. However, once they began speaking about what they
enjoyed doing, many participants would realize that they have certain friends that they do certain
things with. For example, with one friend who is Native, a participant would go hiking, but with
a friend who was White, they would typically spend their time shopping or going to lunch. When
participants began to analyze themselves directly against that of their friends of non-Native
heritage as well as Native heritage, it appeared that they felt they were different than other
members of their community.
Standpoint theory (Harding, 2020) aided in my understanding how participants’
discussion of topics of race, culture, and social class identification could be understood. Many
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participants discuss these categories in an integrated way as often culture blends into social class
when it comes to social norms. For example, when discussing the lives of their parents, many
participants discussed the poverty that they faced, and often blamed their tribal communities for
it. Often, participants heard stories from elder family about the hardships they faced because they
were Native Americans.
Standpoint theory (Harding, 2020) also provided insight into how Native American
women felt when they were living in the White world while also acknowledging and embracing
their Native heritage, a unique experience. This was discussed through both negative and
positive experiences that Native American women had endured due to their heritage. In terms of
negative experiences, many Native American women discussed how often those close to them
would question their heritage, causing participants to feel as though they had to prove
themselves, negatively impacting their self-esteem and identity (Porter & Washington, 1993). In
terms of positive experiences, many Native American women discussed participating in Native
American cultural events, often giving them a positive self-esteem boost and making them feel
proud of the racial and cultural Native background (Ramasubramanian et al., 2017). Participants
also spoke about the experiences that they had due to their biracial identities in terms of how
things such as holidays were celebrated. Many Native women and their families chose to
participate in traditional American holidays, often rooted in Christianity despite their religious
beliefs and racial background. This created a multiracial culture for many (Williams-León, 2001;
Khanna & Johnson, 2010).
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Strengths/Limitations
This study had both strengths and weaknesses. The finding that many Native American
women feel connected to other Native American women further add to Covarrubias and
Fryberg's (2015) research on the importance of self-relevant impacts on Native Americans
through seeing other Native American women in modern spaces, as well as Harman's (2017)
research conducted on how Native American culture affects self-perception positively. In
addition to this, women who participated in the study had ages that ranged from 67 to 19,
providing insight into multiple generations of Native American women. Another strength that the
study had was the fact that seven different tribal nations were represented by members who
participated. Native American women who participated in this study were both women who have
lived on their tribal lands as well as women who have never visited their tribal lands, do not have
tribal lands, or have never lived on them. This facilitated varied responses as the experience of
living on tribal lands was spoken about multiple times by participants who did reside on them at
some point in their lives. One limitation that this study faced was a lack of participation by
eligible Native American women. This may be because of the many traumas faced by the Native
American community that has bred a distrust for research focusing specifically on the minority
group. As a result of this, much of the sample utilized for this study had to be collected via
convenience sampling in terms of network and snowball sampling. The researcher had to attempt
and connect with people who were able to direct them to participants to contact rather than being
able to have participants respond to research calls directly and unprompted. If it contained a
smaller sample size on a larger scale, the results of the study may have been different, giving
more insight into certain topics that were discussed throughout the interviews conducted.
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Another found was the way that the media portion of the study was conducted.
Participants were asked about their overall feelings of the media as well as well as specific
questions about media such as if they related to any characters on the media they consumed
many participants had very limited answers. If participants had been provided examples of media
either prior to or during our interview, they may have been better able to provide insight into the
topic of media. This limitation may have been caused by my desire to have organic conversation
with participants rather than a more directed interview. Future researchers might present Native
women with specific media images, as a sort of reception study, to have them respond to these
images. Participants reported little impact by the media. It is possible that they simply do not see
many people like them represented in media and so do not form a connection with the media
that they are consuming. Or the finding could be a result of the third-person effect, in which
people are not aware of media’s influences on them. Research could explore Native American
women’s feelings of ethnic identification and self-esteem as a result of their media viewing
patterns, through social scientific research, to explore this possible effect.
Future Research
In future research, as discussed above, providing Native American participants with
examples of media may elicit a clearer reaction rather than having them recall their memories of
media. Future research might also explore more precise reasons why Native American women
feel the ways that they do in terms of self-perception as well as media and how the two interact
with one another. Another possible research area can be found in synthesizing the differences
between Native American women and Native American men in terms of self-perception in an
attempt to see if gender identification directly affects Natives' views of themselves. Finally, a
third research area that may be beneficial to the Native American community may look into if
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there is a difference in terms of tribal identification and pride. The difference lies particularly
between that of Native Americans who either currently reside or previously resided on their
tribal lands and Native Americans who have never resided in their tribal lands either. In addition,
some women were raised in a different area than where their tribal lands are located despite their
tribal nation owning lands. In future research on Native American women, I believe that it is
important to focus on how Native American women are different from White women, despite the
fact that many of them have been raised and live in a White world. As the Native American
community is a marginalized community that has faced many traumas from The United States
government and researchers alike, it is important to be cognizant of this and assure that research
is not only ethical but also serves the Native American community. If researchers keep the
interests of Native American communities in mind throughout the research process, it is more
likely that participants will actively volunteer and agree to participate in studies. Hopefully, they
will also individually gain insight into themselves as well as their heritage and tribe, possibly
even addressing what it means to be a Native American. I feel that this study has the capability to
inspire more research on the topic of Native American women, their self-perceptions, and the
possible effects that media have on them. To add to this, I feel that this study may also inspire
more research on the topic of Native Americans in the communication field overall.
Conclusion
These findings provide insight into the Native American women’s experience as well as
explore some possible reasons why Native American women perceive themselves as they do.
The aspect of media in this study provides context into how Native American women feel about
media, but there was little to be shared on how media relates to how they feel about themselves.
Typically, Native American women feel that they are more connected to nature and spirituality
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than their White counterparts. This is a key point as many Native American women have grown
up living in a White-dominant world, often passing for White or being questioned about their
Whiteness or Nativeness due to their appearances. Another point made by this study is that many
Native American women do not fully identify with their Native heritage due to family trauma.
Because many Native American women have been raised in a White-dominant world, they may
view they're Native American heritage differently than those of other minority groups as they
would have previously been viewed as “colored” and are often assumed as White today. Many
people within the United States may still not be exactly sure what kind of lives Native Americans
lead; this can be seen through the many false assumptions made about the lives of participants,
such as being asked if they lived in a teepee, like Iris was. This often leads to ignorant and false
comments or assumptions causing Native Americans to feel like out-group members. Finally,
this study suggests that Native American women typically feel more connected to one another
than they do their White friends due to the possible reasons including shared contexts and
backgrounds as well as shared interests.
While research conducted by Skewes and Blume (2019) has explored the connection
between trauma in the Native American community and substance abuse, there has been little
work done on the trauma caused to Native Americans, as they are multiracial people, often
treated as White. If research were conducted with the ultimate goal of helping the Native
American community to heal from that trauma, it could improve how Native American women
are treated by the dominant group. Through my research, I was able to access women who had
both known about their tribal affiliation since their births as well as those who did not find out
until they were adults. Participants who discovered their heritage late in life often spoke about it,
sharing just how grateful they were for their newfound tribal community and the feeling of
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acceptance that they received from our tribal members despite not even knowing about their
Native heritage for many years. Similar to Merskin's (1998) research, which attempted to provide
more insight into Native American media usage. My study also gave insight into how Native
American women feel about mass media as it has developed around them throughout their lives.
While this study is exploratory in nature, it has allowed participants to share their
experiences as Native American women and may suggest some possible themes for future
research. More research through a larger sample size and increased diversity of participant
experiences, location, and media usage would increase knowledge on the Native American
female experience. In this case, Native American women across the U.S. Many Native American
women greatly identified with their Native heritage, yet often they felt as if they were caught
between two worlds. For this reason, many Native women's perceptions of their tribal heritage
and culture blended with aspects of the White culture they experienced. This caused many
Native American women to have a multi-cultural identity. In turn, this affected how they
perceive themselves and negotiated who they are.
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APPENDIX: NATIVE AMERICAN WOMEN’S SELF-PERCEPTION IN RELATION TO
MASS MEDIA PORTRAYALS

Native American Women’s Self-Perception in Relation to Mass Media Portrayal’s
Semi-Structured Interview Format
This is a tentative interview format that indicates three primary areas of questions and includes
probes (2nd and 3rd-level indented questions) as additional means to acquire more detailed and
focused responses. The exact questions utilized will vary depending on how each coparticipant’s interview progresses, as the interview seeks to provide minimal structure on the
participants’ responses.
Consent: Have you had a chance to review the consent form? Do you have any questions? [If so,
answer]. Are you at least 18 years of age and do you agree to participate? [If no, thank for their
time; if yes, proceed]. Is it okay with you if I record this interview for an accurate record of what
you say? [If no, thank for time; if yes, proceed]
Questions
Please describe yourself for me.
-Why did you choose the things that you said?
-How do you relate to those within your community
-What are some traits that your friends have
-What traits do you share with them?
-How do you choose to represent yourself?
-How do you believe this representation effects how others see you?
-Why do you/Why do you not like how you represent yourself?
-When was a time when you were afraid to fully be yourself?
-How often do you think about that experience?
-What experience prompted that experience?
-How does that experience guide how you represent yourself now?
-What would you change about that experience if you could do it all over
again?
-When do you first remember thinking about who you were?
-What did you reflect on?
-What made you start exploring who you were?
-Were you embarrassed about any part of yourself?
-How did your peers/friends/family react when you embarrassed
yourself in this way?
-In what ways have your peers outside of your Native
culture appropriated your religion, culture, or traditions?
-What feelings did you experience when this
occurred?
How do you feel about the media?
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-What media platforms do you use on a weekly basis?
-What about daily?
-Do you identify with the media that you consume daily?
-In what ways?
-Did you use media frequently as a child?
-If so, what media did you have access to as a child?
-If not, why not?
-Did your parent(s) also utilize those media platforms? Which ones?
-What media viewed in a certain way during your childhood
-How did your parent(s) question the media?
-Were you ever forbidden from using certain media platforms?
-Did you ever use them without your parent(s) permission? Describe…
-If they found out, how did they react to this?
-What is your favorite television show of all time?
-What about currently?
-What about in your adolescence?
-Why did you enjoy each one?
-What common themes/plot lines did they/do they share?
-How do you feel/did you feel about the characters in them?
-How are you liking the characters in these shows?
-How are you different than the characters in these shows?
-Why do you wish you were more/less like these
characters?
-How would your life be different if you were more/less
like the characters
-Why do you believe these characters are happier/less
happy than you are?
How does your heritage define you?
-In your opinion, how does knowing your family history help you understand who you
are?
-Do you often feel a connection to land or people? What about both?
-How do you express these connections?
-Why would you be happier/not be happier living in a different area or with different
people?
-How many Native American Women do you associate with on a daily basis?
-How is your connection with a fellow Native woman different than a connection with
any other female friend despite race or cultural background?
-How is it similar?
-In what ways do you acknowledge your heritage in the presence of Native
friends?
- In what ways do you acknowledge your heritage in the presence of non-Native
friends?
-How has being Native affected you throughout your life?
-How do you believe that your life would be different if you had a different racial
or cultural background?
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-Do you think you would use the same words you used at the beginning of our
interview to describe yourself if you were not of Native heritage?
-Why/Why not?

105

